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  PROLOGUE


  IN THE VOID between worlds, where infinity had already gone on for too long, a voice called out.


  “Come,” it said. It echoed on through the nothingness, commanding, “Come.”


  And he answered it. He did not have a choice.


  He knew not who the voice belonged to but he could feel the force that was pulling him. His only vision was of green light and the only thing he heard was screaming. Perhaps it wasn’t screaming? It might have been the sound he made as he sped towards the voice.


  He existed because the voice beckoned him. That was all he understood.


  The green light turned to darkness and he felt heat all around him. There was a silence, brief but complete, until the voice boomed once more.


  “Rise and obey,” it said. “You will lead my armies across this world and you shall be named Dukoona.”


  The heat intensified as flames leapt up all around Dukoona. They flared so far away that the fires became only minute red dots to his vision. Somehow, all the light was concentrated on Dukoona, and he rose, as he had been bidden. He slowly looked down to his body. Fire and shadow swirled greedily around white bones, thickening and weaving until he saw a pair of dark purple hands take shape. He twitched his fingers and they danced to his commands. The rest of his body took form out of the shadows, becoming so dense it might have been flesh. His feet touched stone, which was surprisingly cool, and the voice spoke once more.


  “You will obey,” it said. “Answer me now, Dukoona.”


  “Who are you?” Dukoona said, and he found his voice was deep. “What do you want with me?”


  “You will lead my armies,” it said, rumbling through the endless cavern.


  “And who are you?” Dukoona asked again. “Whose armies am I to lead?”


  The voice did not answer.


  There was a snapping sound and then Dukoona was not alone. In front of him appeared two small creatures, gnashing and biting at the air.


  “These are the demons you will command,” the voice said.


  Dukoona stepped closer to inspect them. Their flesh seemed similar to his own, though it was less dense, more like a black mist that swirled freely, yet still maintained its shape. They were far shorter than Dukoona, and both were twisted and hunched at odd angles. Each bore a long shard of rusted metal.


  “Now,” the voice continued, “reach out to one, order it to kill.”


  To kill? But there was only himself and the other small demon present. Dukoona instinctively found the task easy. He cast forth his mind towards the demon on his right and thought, clearly, kill.


  The demon on his right did as instructed. It spun to face its brother and pierced its body with the crooked metal it wielded. Smoking blood gushed forth from the wound and the murdering demon howled manically in delight.


  There was another great crack and three more demons joined the remaining one.


  “Again, but reach out to three this time,” the voice ordered.


  Dukoona cast his thoughts forwards and gave another clear order to kill. At first, the demons responded to his wishes, turning on the demon who had so recently murdered its brother, but, before their weapons fell, they halted, turned and faced Dukoona instead. He found that his control of the demons had been wrested from him.


  All four began to march slowly towards him.


  He tried to reach back out to their feeble minds, to tell them to stop, to regain control. His thoughts met an immovable force and he could not break through. The demons grew closer, their rusted blades raised. Dukoona had no time to think. Desperately, he tried to take hold of them again but whatever controlled the demons threw him back. They were on him, leaping through the air, shrieking as they sensed a kill.


  They paused before killing him, suddenly going silent and trooping back several paces.


  “Good,” the voice said.


  “I lost control…” Dukoona said.


  “No, I merely retook control,” the voice said. “Know you cannot hope to turn my servants against me.”


  “Yes master,” Dukoona said. “What would you have me do?”


  Dukoona received his answer in the form of images, burning into his mind. Information flooded him, showing him the world he was now on and the creatures that inhabited it. An image lingered for longer than the others. There was a pale-skinned creature, with two arms, legs and hair on its face. This, Dukoona knew, was a human. Beside the human was a similar-looking creature, though its skin was blue, its hair was silver, and folded, transparent wings rested on its back. This, he knew to be a fairy.


  “Kill,” the voice commanded.


  A final image was forced into his mind, of a creature very much like a human, but with a beardless face, a hardened expression, and a thickly set body in golden armour. This, Dukoona understood to be a dragon.


  “Capture,” the voice told him, “and bring as many to me as you can. Kill only if you must.”


  Dukoona’s frustration at his master grew. “And who are you?”


  In answer, an outline appeared of purest darkness. It hovered above Dukoona, then floated down towards him. Its body might have been of one of those humans, or a dragon, but looking at it was like staring into the void. For a moment, Dukoona thought it might have another limb, but then saw it was only a pointed dark line, jutting down from the figure’s waist. Likely, his vision was not fully functioning yet. The figure hung in the air, a little off the ground, its faceless head peering down upon Dukoona. It was more of a force than a physical being.


  The figure rose one dark arm and waved it. Where once the cavern had been empty, some invisible veil was lifted to reveal a horde of cackling demons. The noise was overpowering. Their numbers were beyond counting.


  “To you and this world, I am Rectar,” the voice said, lifeless, beyond power and beyond resistance. “Now, Dukoona, we have much work to do here.”


  Chapter 1


  THE PRINCE


  IN THE MIDDLE of a curved, golden-stoned room, holding a strung bow and taking careful aim, stood a dragon. The ringed target was the smallest he could find in the armoury. His visibility was poor in the dark room. Only one small gap in the heavy shades let in a shard of light from the dazzling day. His chestnut eyes focused intensely on the target, glistening gently in the darkness, for a dragon could admit more light into their eyes than a human. To look at him would be to see a human. One with thick brown hair, hanging loosely off his handsome face, slightly obscuring his sharp jaw and aquiline nose. Golden-plated armour encased his lean, muscular frame. Yet his strength was far greater than his human appearance suggested. His name was Darnuir, Prince of Dragons, and, despite his sixty years, he was the only heir to the throne.


  Brackendon looked on with a patient curiosity. Tall and slim, the young wizard wore iridescent robes of sapphire blue. He held a mighty wooden staff, which stood just taller than he did. It was silver in colour and the wood had been expertly smoothed. His own eyes sparkled silver with the magic that had been gifted to him. Unlike Darnuir, his hair was short and already had a grey tinge to it, despite his youth, as using magic slowly drained a human’s body of its physical appearance. Brackendon had stopped counting the grey hairs long ago.


  He was impressed by the intensity with which Darnuir both prepared and took his shots. The Prince’s actions were altogether non-human. They were too quick. Darnuir had the sort of rapidity that would snap the muscle and sinew of a human man. This was of course to be expected; yet it had always caused Brackendon a slight unease to see dragons in action. He had decided years past that this discomfort stemmed from fear. Not the fear of imminent danger, he had decided, but the fear of knowing that you are powerless against this thing. Like being around a predator, not knowing if it will strike. If it will kill. This fear was tempered by his own power, but he had always wondered how ordinary humans must feel when surrounded by dragons. Very afraid, he had concluded. Reasoning that this fear must cause most of the tension between the two races. Darnuir released his arrow and sent it slicing through the air to bury itself in the centre of the target.


  “Another perfect shot,” Brackendon said in a calm voice, giving a token clap of his hands. He then flicked his hand upwards and the heavy shades covering the window lifted, filling the room with light. “How many is that then?” he asked. “Nine?”


  “Ten actually,” Darnuir said. “I’m surprised at you Brackendon, wizards are supposed to be highly intelligent.”


  “True. But you’ll find that wizards tend not to concentrate on trivial things such as how many shots you have hit in the centre ring.” Darnuir made a noise that indicated he felt otherwise. Brackendon continued, “Remember we’re at war, Darnuir; it makes a lot of things seem trivial.”


  “This is no war.”


  “Oh? Then what is it?”


  “It is a game to him, I think. No war lasts for decades unless your enemy is enjoying the carnage and your own people are too weak to repel their attackers.” He fired another shot that cut deep into the centre of the adjacent target.


  “Another town was evacuated yesterday to save them from the oncoming demons,” Brackendon said quietly. “They say it is a force greater than we have ever encountered?”


  “No one knows the exact numbers. Too few scouts have returned from the Crucidal Road to give a precise picture. Rectar will have been gathering everything for a final push. He has been slowly reclaiming the lands we re-conquered last year,” Darnuir spat bitterly. “Now we have only the city left.”


  Darnuir dropped his bow, unsheathed his sword, and began running a practiced finger along the metal of the blade. Brackendon noticed that Darnuir did this when he sought comfort. The Prince had always preferred his sword to his bow. Darnuir was talented enough with his ranged weapon, but Brackendon could frankly think of no one alive who could equal Darnuir with the sword. Well, perhaps his father, but then he had the Dragon’s Blade. Even so, the few spars he had witnessed between the two had always been close.


  “Lost in thought again?” Darnuir asked him impatiently, sword in hand, and clearly anticipating an attack.


  “Hmmm?” Brackendon emerged from his pondering.


  “You think too much,” Darnuir said.


  And you don’t think enough, Darnuir.


  Brackendon knew better than to say such things aloud. Yet he couldn’t stifle a chuckle.


  “If you’re quite finished telling me of our doom, I assume you would like to continue your training?” He pointed his staff at a barrel full of swords. As the swords flew into the air towards Darnuir, several broke off to veer to his left and right. Darnuir twisted smoothly on the spot and raised his own sword to clash against three of the enchanted ones. The Prince ducked and lashed out as he rose, cleaving two of the swords in half and they clattered to the ground. Brackendon sent in another six swords as backup, still chuckling.


  Brackendon moved his fingers rapidly to control the weapons, each finger dancing in circles, and jabbing whenever he saw a chance to strike. Darnuir parried and destroyed another one, sending the remains flying across the room. He moved with unfathomable agility as he engaged his invisible assailants and, before too long, he had beaten most of them off. Brackendon had never considered Darnuir’s movements to be graceful or elegant; it was no deadly dance he was performing. His actions were brutal and powerful, yet deliberate and measured. ‘The strength of a boar mixed with the cunning of a snake’; Brackendon had read that somewhere once during his studies. True as the description was, it was another matter entirely to witness it.


  “Very good, Darnuir. Very good,” he said. Darnuir finished off the rest of the swords, neither sweating or out of breath. “I think that will do for now. We’ve been here almost the whole morning and your father was quite explicit that you were to meet his guests when they arrived.”


  “You speak as if the King of Humans and the Queen of Fairies are not above you?” Darnuir asked.


  “We wizards, Darnuir—,”


  “Are dead and finished,” Darnuir interrupted. “Your order is broken. Just like we all are. We have crumpled before Rectar’s forces and done nothing.”


  Brackendon was taken aback. A short temper was not an unusual trait of dragons, yet lately, Darnuir had grown more quarrelsome. No doubt, the recent failure of the Three Races to counter Rectar, their great enemy, was to blame. Brackendon attempted some consolidation.


  “Castallan betrayed us all, especially the wizards. Surely you cannot hold all those who wield magic accountable for him?”


  “No,” Darnuir admitted, “I cannot.” A silence fell between them, Darnuir seeming no more placated. He sheathed his sword before rounding on his companion once more. “Do you think we can win this?” he demanded. “Do you think we can hold the city?”


  “That is not for me to decide,” Brackendon said. “That is for your father and his council, of which you are a part. I have no voice there. If you wish to lend weight to your own hope to defend the city, then you must do so with the strength of your own words.”


  “How diplomatic of you,” Darnuir sneered. “My father,” he chewed heavily on the word, “and his wise council will not have the courage for it. Mark my words, we will evacuate this entire city next.”


  “If that is his decision then you must—” Brackendon began again.


  “Must what? I must what, Brackendon?” spat Darnuir, tearing from the room in his fury. Brackendon gave chase immediately, drawing on a little magic to give him the necessary speed to catch Darnuir, who was fast by nature. Using magic to enhance movement like this was cheaply done and carried little risk of an overdose. He felt the power flow through him as it boosted his body. Up to his shoulder and down his arm to his staff.


  I must still be careful. It would not do if I poisoned myself before the demons arrived.


  He found Darnuir not far down the corridor outside of the training room, leaning against one of the large, rectangular windows cut out along the wall. Many of these windows lined each curving corridor of the Royal Tower and offered magnificent views of the city. From their vantage point, all of the northern and western segments of Aurisha could be seen.


  The windows were in small bays that were just big enough for a fully-grown man to stand in; however, ancient spells prevented anyone from falling out and the elements getting in. Without them, Darnuir would have fallen out and down into the sprawl below, for it looked as though he was leaning on air alone.


  Brackendon approached the Prince, feeling a little apprehensive. “You must respect his decision,” he said simply.


  “I know,” Darnuir replied, his voice low and bitter. “And I will always do my duty. I’m sorry,” he said with genuine apology, “but all my life we have been fighting. Sixty years of an endless struggle. You are still young, but come back after another forty years and tell me if you too are not tired of the stalemate. Of this lack of action.”


  Brackendon was lost for words. He often forgot how old Darnuir was. Dragons lived well beyond even the healthiest of humans. Before Brackendon could marshal his thoughts, a tall figure appeared at the end of the corridor. It was none other than the King himself. Although broad and powerful like most dragons, Draconess bore little resemblance to his son, aside from stature. His hair fell at the same length, yet it was lighter, almost golden in places. His jaw was less broad and defined, and his eyes glistened a pale blue. Yet signs of his burden were evident. His face, while softer and kinder than Darnuir’s, was strained with a deep weariness. His hair was unkempt and tatty, his eyes were dark and sunken, and his shoulders drooped perceptibly, as if his responsibility had physically manifested itself upon him.


  “Darnuir,” Draconess said softly as he made his way towards his son. He stopped just short of Darnuir and seemed to toy with the idea of embracing him, before fumbling with his hands. The Prince’s expression remained frosty.


  “Father,” Darnuir said a little stiffly, “we were just on our way to the docks.”


  “The wind has been poor, I doubt the ships will arrive on time,” Draconess said.


  Brackendon sensed that to remain would be improper and perhaps unwise, given the potential row that might ensue. Politely, he addressed the King.


  “If it is possible, my Lord Draconess, I wish to return to my study,” he said with a small bow of the head. “Arkus has been pestering me to move to his own Kingdom. He says I ought to be with my own people and I’d rather not suffer his childish pleas today.”


  “Of course, Brackendon,” Draconess said. “He has been asking me to order you too. I suspect he wants you to try and re-establish your Order, but I don’t think that would be wise at present.”


  “Indeed it would not, my lord; at least you seem to listen to my counsel,” Brackendon said appreciatively, and gave Darnuir a little smile. “Do give my best wishes to Kasselle.”


  Chapter 2


  THE BRAVE, THE WISE

  AND THE YOUNG


  DARNUIR FELT EXTREMELY disgruntled as he watched Brackendon stride briskly away. If the wizard would only lend Darnuir his support, he might have convinced the council to defend the city. Yet Darnuir knew that it would make little difference if his father would not warm to the idea; and he knew that his father would choose the coward’s option.


  He had chosen that path too often lately.


  “We should head to the docks,” Draconess sighed, nodding vaguely towards the corridor that Brackendon had taken. Their short journey took them first to the spiralling stairs that wove around the Royal Tower, down countless levels until they descended the final grand staircase at the entrance to the tower, with a great marble archway leading to the plaza beyond. As father and son emerged out into the plaza, the warming late morning air and a bright sun greeted them. Darnuir could see Brackendon ahead of them, making towards the winding southern stairs, which would lead him down to the Arcane Sanctum, his blue robes flapping behind. He was moving as though with the wind, likely using magic to enhance his speed. Darnuir and Draconess were much slower as they made their way across the plaza to the stairs.


  The plaza spanned the top of a large plateau of rock, around which and upon which the city of Aurisha had been constructed. The plaza had once been a forum for the dragons of Aurisha and was a vast space, intended to hold thousands, lined by ornate villas, columned monuments and columned buildings. Much of the city was constructed out of a type of stone known as starium. It was a dirty gold in colour, extremely resilient, and glistened faintly in starlight.


  Some said the villas were designed to mimic the dragon nests of ancient times, back when they had scales and could fly. The thought often amused Darnuir. The Royal Tower stood tallest amongst them, as wide as three of the neighbouring buildings, and many storeys higher. The other major landmark was the Basilica of Light – a domed tribute to a dying religion. Darnuir averted his eyes, angered by its mere presence.


  Our people are on their knees. Perhaps if father spent less time on his own knees at prayer, we would not be in this position.


  As king and prince reached the top of the southern stairs, Darnuir savoured the panoramic view out over the harbour below, the long bay stretching off to the wider ocean, and the forest of tall homes they would navigate through, down the sloping side of the plateau. The other sides of the bluff of rock were smooth, sheer cliff faces: the western and northern sides were surrounded by the lower city, while the eastern face was met by the salty sea, and the sound of strong waves could be heard crashing against it.


  Darnuir and Draconess began their descent of the southern stairs. Around halfway, they passed a tower with many smaller segments jutting out, seemingly at random. The tower leaned at a looming angle, as if threatening to fall over. This was the Arcane Sanctum, where wizards and witches would gather when staying in Aurisha. Only Brackendon used it now. Aside from Castallan, he was the last of his kind. Darnuir considered that it must be a very lonely place inside. He imagined the wizard in his solitude, walking in dark corridors and performing work that no one else could understand. He envied Brackendon for it. Being left alone would mean more time to train and less on council meetings.


  As Darnuir marched next to his father, he contemplated the future of Aurisha. It was yet to fall to an enemy. It had been attacked many times, but never taken.


  How will history recall us, those who gave it up?


  The majority of the human and fairy armies were on the other side of the world, leaving dragons as Aurisha’s only defenders. Yet to allow the demons to take the city would grant them full control of the east.


  We cannot forfeit so easily if we are to survive.


  Their whole journey had been in silence. Darnuir sensed that his father was unwilling to engage prematurely in the argument he knew would come. Yet, once down at the harbour, with the bustle of the port all around them, the beating sun intensifying the aromas of fish and seaweed, and the billowing flag of the human’s capital ship off on the horizon, Draconess broached the issue.


  “Darnuir you know fine well that Aurisha cannot be held.” He spoke so quietly, it was almost a whisper. “We have to evacuate the city. I gave the order this morning and every ship we have is being prepared to take our people across the sea as we speak. Kasselle won’t be troubled to hear this; she is wise and will understand that nothing can be done. Arkus, however, won’t be pleased that we are abandoning Aurisha. I will need your help persuading him otherwise.” The King paused for a moment before putting a hand on Darnuir’s shoulder. “Do not fight me on this.”


  Darnuir was not at all surprised to hear those words spill from his father’s mouth. “And what, father, is the point of your councils if not to make collective decisions?” He shrugged the hand off his shoulder with a brusque jerk. “Why bother with this sham? You know my feelings on this matter and you have decided that they count for nothing.”


  “Given your other failed judgements, I assumed that you would be more cowed, Darnuir?” Draconess said, quiet but sternly. “In this instance, there was no time for discussion. Scouts returned before dawn: the enemy will be upon us tomorrow, if not before. I had to make a decision in the moment.”


  “And you chose to flee.”


  “I chose to regroup, and give us a chance to gather our full strength.”


  “To what?” Darnuir snapped. “To have to assault our own city? To have to throw our men against our own defences?”


  “No,” Draconess said simply. “As always, you see through the lens of our people alone.”


  “It is our people who will win this war.”


  “Since Castallan turned against us and took up residence in the Bastion, we face a war on two fronts, Darnuir. It is not in our interests to have most of our allies tied up, fighting that traitorous wizard across the sea to the west.”


  “You mean to re-take the Bastion?” Darnuir said, now feeling quite intrigued.


  “That fortress was designed to repel dragons,” Draconess said. “Do you think you are capable of taking it?”


  Immediately, Darnuir’s mind began to fill with plans and schemes on assaulting Castallan’s fortress. After some time, he decided that an enthusiastic display on his part might alleviate his recent disrespect.


  “If I can be guaranteed the command, father, then yes, I will help convince Arkus to take this course.”


  “I feel it would be fitting for you to take command of the campaign. I hope Arkus will also see the merit in my decision.”


  Darnuir knew from previous experience that the human king, Arkus, could be difficult to reason with; it had been troublesome for the dragons to coordinate armies while Arkus sat in a hall, debating with his own courts what to do. The Queen of Fairies, Kasselle, on the other hand, was different. Darnuir admired her greatly and, though he was a mere boy to her, she had always respected his position. She was perhaps the oldest being on Tenalp, at around one hundred and twenty years old. If she agreed to what Draconess was planning then Arkus would hopefully fall into line.


  “Over there!” exclaimed Draconess, pointing at a huge vessel, thickly built for security with heavy ballista along the top decks, and draped in the blue and silver of the fairies, as well as the white and black of the humans. The ship meandered its way towards the vacant dock and the two dragons arrived at the exit of the gangway in time to see Arkus and Kasselle leaving their ship.


  Arkus stood a little under Darnuir’s height. His hair was black and dangled just over his ears. Yet there was a sternness to him and he radiated an aura over his men that Darnuir could never quite interpret. Was it fear or respect? His face was darkened with a prickly stubble, an unusual sight in a city where no dragon allowed their beard to grow; and his eyes, though small, were inquisitively drinking in the scene before him. As he approached Draconess, his long charcoal-black robes, trimmed in white, brushed the wood of the gangplank, and his sleeves hid his arms from view. It seemed that the guards were all Arkus’ as he strutted down the gangplank and received salutes from every soldier present.


  Kasselle, on the other hand, seemed content to bring only two bodyguards. They were both large, lean, blue-skinned fairy warriors with huge swords strapped to their backs under folded wings, insect-like and translucent. They walked in pace behind their queen, who was not gifted with flight. Kasselle was taller than Arkus and infinitely more elegant. She glided serenely behind him, her radiant silver hair and pearl-white teeth enhanced in vibrancy by the sky-blue hue of her skin. Her large eyes were a deep indigo and moved to observe Draconess and Darnuir in turn. A gown of woven silver thread hung lightly over her slender frame and was being gently lifted up at her feet by the breeze, giving the impression that she was floating in mid-air.


  They stopped just short of Darnuir and both bowed their heads as Draconess greeted them. They then turned to Darnuir, who said, as politely as he could, “It is good to see you again my lord, my lady.” He gave a small bow to each of them. They returned the favour, Kasselle smiling broadly at him, Arkus a little more reluctantly, but lowering his head all the same.


  “I’m only sorry that it is not under better circumstances,” Kasselle responded in a light, tuneful voice.


  “When can there be good circumstances in war, my lady?” Draconess questioned.


  “When you’re winning!” barked Arkus. “I’m sure Rectar and his circle of foul creatures are quite joyful presently.”


  Everyone shifted uneasily and there was a moment of silence before Draconess spoke up.


  “Shall we continue our conversation up in the war room? I don’t think the docks are a particularly appropriate location.”


  “Quite right,” Arkus said, pivoting on the spot to get a better look of the situation. “What are all these people doing here? You’d think the whole city was trying to get on a ship and leave,” he chortled.


  “Like I said,” Draconess beckoned, “we should continue our conversation in the war room, please come.” Kasselle briskly followed. Arkus looked a little confused, as if trying to work out if he had actually been correct in his presumption, but then set off after the others. Darnuir was about to follow as well, when Arkus wheeled around and looked at Darnuir as if he was plucking up the courage to do something daring.


  “I had wondered whether you would do me a favour?” he asked rather furtively.


  Darnuir raised his eyebrows so as to feign a polite curiosity and waited for the question.


  “You see, ever since my son was lost to me, I’ve decided to take my daughter everywhere with me to keep an eye on her, you know.” Darnuir was somewhat shocked to hear this news; he knew that Arkus had a daughter, but she was only very small, just a few months old in fact.


  I will not play minder to your whelp. We are not equals, Arkus.


  “I don’t wish to seem rude, my good king, but bringing a baby across open waters during a time of war doesn’t seem the safest thing in the world to do.”


  “Please don’t question me, Darnuir. I cannot bear to lose another child, another heir, you must understand.”


  “I do understand,” Darnuir said without an ounce of internal sympathy. “But what has she got to do with me?”


  “Well, I was only wondering if you might watch over her while I am at this council.”


  “Don’t you have over a hundred soldiers who can do that?”


  “Yes, but even a thousand men couldn’t offer the protection you can,” he pleaded, though the obvious flattery did not please Darnuir.


  “I would be honoured to watch over your daughter, Arkus,” he lied effortlessly, “but I think my presence is better served in this meeting. It is my right after all,” he added firmly. Arkus fumbled slightly, and looked as if he was going to speak again, when Draconess called back to them.


  “I hope there isn’t a problem?”


  “Not at all Draconess,” Arkus shouted back, and made his way over to the small company making their way west around the bluff of rock to the lift in the northern district of Aurisha. This great lift would allow them to make the ascent back up to the plaza atop the plateau more easily than walking the meandering southern stairs. Darnuir allowed his feet to pound ahead of him without paying attention to the inevitably dull conversation between the three monarchs. Arkus had attempted such transparent power moves before. Darnuir was of the opinion that it was an effort to assert his own position as a king, over himself as merely a prince. Yet Darnuir was twenty years Arkus’ senior, and had bloodied himself in countless battles, while Arkus sat upon his cushions. Neither Arkus nor his recent forebears had led their men in battle themselves. Too easy to kill, and too weak, like all the rest of his kin. Before Darnuir knew it, they had reached the lift and began to ascend the seven hundred feet to the plaza atop the plateau.


  When the lift stopped, he stepped out and continued to walk absentmindedly behind Arkus as they crossed the plaza, his thoughts drifting between anger at his father’s decision and excitement for the assault on the Bastion in the west. Darnuir glanced up as they reached the foot of the enormous Royal Tower and entered through the great archway that he and Draconess had exited from earlier that day. Their collective feet echoed lightly off the cool marble underfoot as they approached the grand staircase, chiselled from starium, with fierce, carved dragons forming the railings on either side. The royals trudged up the spiral staircase to one of the highest levels. Arkus let loose a pained, little yelp and clasped a hand over his ears. They must have finally popped. Darnuir smirked to himself. When they arrived at the war room, the elderly tower steward and several attendees hastened to push the heavy doors inwards for them.


  “Thank you, Chelos,” Draconess said to the steward. “Some food and wine for our guests please.”


  Chelos bowed earnestly and took his underlings with him.


  The war room was cluttered; full of depictions and trophies of wars fought and won long ago. Crates of incredibly detailed maps of almost every location and settlement in Tenalp lined the room; yet the most impressive piece was the table itself. Carved from starium, the table was a large crescent moon with two imposing stone seats at its centre. Opposite, on the outer sweep of the table, three small, wooden chairs had been arranged, facing across from the two beautiful starium ones (one for the King and one for the Guardian).


  Draped atop one of the stone seats was a dragon in its former bestial form. Wings spread outwards as if shielding the one who sat below with eyes that were wrought in such a manner that they seemed to follow the onlooker around the room. This was the seat of the King. The Guardian of Tenalp’s chair was entirely different. A severed sun was carved at the top of the seat, the lower half scorched with crossings, while the upper half was clean. A sword with a spiralling pattern on its hilt pierced the sun, and three elongated rays emanated from its tip. Whereas the King led the people in civic matters and in war, the Guardian headed the faith and spiritual matters. Yet there was no longer a Guardian. There had not been one since before the war, and the last was presumed dead.


  Despite the obvious inference of where he was to be seated, Darnuir made towards the Guardian’s chair but was halted by a piercing look from his father. They had oft had this argument too.


  Still, father clings onto this ghost of a protector. If he hopes that someone might share his burden, why does he not share it with me?


  Darnuir had frequently stewed over this. Reluctantly, he took his place on the opposite side of the table along with Arkus and Kasselle. Servants hurried in, carrying light dishes of large green olives, round loaves, thinly sliced boar meat, and Darnuir’s favourite dipping sauce, garum. Watered honeyed-wine was also placed before them in golden goblets. Kasselle, like most of her kin, was not overly fond of meat. She picked at the olives and bread, while Arkus took a bit of everything, bar the garum sauce, which he claimed gave him a stomach-ache. Darnuir ripped off a piece of loaf and greedily dipped it into the salty fish sauce. Draconess piled the boar meat onto his bread in a calculated manner before eating. When all were done with their refreshments, Draconess rubbed his eyes, cleared his throat with a cough, and began his speech.


  “I call this council of war to order. Scant as our numbers may be, we here are the leaders of the Three Races (humans, fairies and dragons), and so our decisions cannot be contested. As you are doubtless aware, Rectar has launched a fresh campaign against the dragons. A demon army is approaching this city; a far greater army than any we have ever encountered before. Since pouring out of Kar’drun, the demons have swept south and have trampled our defences along the Crucidal Road.” Kasselle listened earnestly as Draconess spoke. Arkus merely frowned but said nothing. “We’ve had no choice but to evacuate what people we could to Aurisha from our outlying settlements.”


  “What of Castallan?” Kasselle asked. “Does he march with the host of his new master, Rectar?”


  “Castallan is still within the walls of the Bastion,” Darnuir said. “So far as we know. He should not trouble us here.”


  “This blasted war was going poorly enough when we faced Rectar alone,” Arkus said. “How are we to deal with both Rectar and Castallan? Especially now that Rectar seems to have instructed Castallan on how to summon demons of his own.”


  Draconess exhaled loudly. “I admit things have never quite seemed so bleak…” The King looked longingly towards the seat of the Guardian.


  There is no Guardian to help you father. You must help yourself.


  “And yet,” Draconess continued laboriously, “a turning point must come. The world does not move down a determined path. We may yet see a reversal in our fortunes. But for now, my people flee to Aurisha.”


  “For a last stand I presume?” Arkus asked leaning forward.


  “Not quite. I’ve ordered an evacuation of the city as well…”


  “What?” Arkus said stiffly. “What do you mean?”


  “Well,” Darnuir said, “I thought my father made it perfectly clear. We’re leaving!”


  Arkus shot him a dirty look.


  “I know perfectly well what he meant, Darnuir,” Arkus said a little more calmly. “I only mean to say, Draconess, why abandon the dragon capital, your capital, and the Three Races’ strongest foothold in the east without a defence?”


  The tiresome look on Draconess’ face showed Arkus that this debate had already been decided.


  “We do not have the strength to defend the city,” Draconess began, “not against such a host; not the dragons alone. As strong as we are, we cannot turn the tide, and this one will crash over these walls, manned or not.”


  “Surely there is something we can do?” Arkus asked. “This must be the bulk if not all of our enemy’s strength. If we can block him here, then we might—”


  “Arkus,” Draconess warned, “we cannot hope to hold the city with dragons alone. We’re too spread out and, as I recall, you requested I send quite a considerable part of my army to aid in your capital’s defence. Dragons now also guard your walls at Brevia in case Castallan attacks you there.”


  “Castallan wouldn’t even be a threat if it weren’t for Darn—” Arkus began accusatorially.


  “Gentlemen please!” Kasselle interrupted.


  “I am sorry,” Arkus said, looking a little abashed, “but if it was troops you required, Draconess, why not send for them? We could have brought thousands with us.”


  “The attacks started while you were still at sea, so there was no way to inform you,” Draconess said. He sniffed and rubbed the point between his eyes before continuing. “This meeting to discuss our position was already scheduled, so I thought it best to start the evacuation and inform you once you arrived.”


  “Why have these councils if you do not require our input?” Arkus inquired acidly.


  “Because it is his prerogative as commander-in-chief,” Darnuir informed Arkus in a pleasurable hiss. Reminding Arkus of his position always gave him a great deal of satisfaction. “As my father often reminds me.”


  “I do not think we should dwell on rights and privileges,” Kasselle interjected, “yet I must confess, Draconess, I do not understand. It does not seem wholly wise to abandon the east completely, unless you intend…”


  “To secure the west, my lady,” Draconess said in a bold voice, which Darnuir had not heard from his father in years.


  “And root out the wizard?” Arkus said with approval.


  “Uproot him and find out what he knows,” Draconess made clear. “We must learn everything we can from him about Rectar.”


  “What do you believe we can gather from him?” inquired Kasselle.


  “I cannot say for sure, though I will gladly take any insight he might offer,” Draconess said. “We know precious little.” The fairy queen slumped back, looking disappointed.


  That was unusual. What was she hoping to hear? Kasselle normally gave nothing away.


  “I intend for Darnuir to lead the campaign against Castallan,” Draconess said. “While he retakes the Bastion for us, we will consolidate the rest of our strength in and around Brevia.”


  “Rectar and his demons will only chase us across the water,” Arkus sighed. “Brevia is not the stronghold that Aurisha is. If we end up fighting on two fronts, we would surely be defeated.”


  “That is perfectly true,” Draconess admitted, “but that is why we must strike hard and fast against Castallan with all our might. The wizard has been permitted to secure his paltry kingdom in the south of your lands because we are spread thin. If we hit him hard then his Bastion will crack and break.”


  “That fortress was designed to be impenetrable,” Arkus said with mild disbelief at Draconess’ confidence. “Designed specifically, I might add, to prevent dragons from taking it with ease. How can you be so sure of victory?”


  “Because I must believe there is a way,” Draconess said simply.


  “Well, it is my lord’s prerogative to choose our path,” Arkus smirked.


  Draconess smiled graciously back.


  The meeting continued on for many more hours, largely discussing the means of bringing thousands of extra dragons across the seas to live for an undetermined amount of time. Finally, though, Draconess stood up. He surveyed those around the table one last time before speaking.


  “This is a most dangerous time for the Three Races,” he began solemnly. “This could be the end of us or it could be the beginning of a renewed effort against Rectar, Castallan and the demons who serve them. If, for whatever reason, we do not see each other again, I should like to say that it has been an honour.”


  “It has been our honour,” Arkus and Kasselle said together, standing up, their eyes gazing at him. Darnuir knew that Kasselle meant what she said, though something biased in the back of his mind told him that Arkus didn’t quite meet his father’s eyes. Draconess took one final look around the table then walked out of the room and out of sight. Kasselle and Arkus waited for a while before they too left the war room. Arkus was greeted by the old steward, Chelos, who would take him to his quarters. Kasselle made her way back to her ship where she would stay for the night. She never stayed in the tower longer than she had to. Darnuir, however, remained where he was. He didn’t want to get up; he didn’t want to leave this room, the city, and his home behind.


  Give me ten thousand dragons and I swear I’d hold the city.


  Yet, he had no choice in the matter. Darnuir was to Draconess what Arkus was to himself: measly and insignificant.


  ***


  It was later that evening when Darnuir next saw Arkus. The human king was outside his room within the palace, his face even more hardened than normal. Further along the curving corridor, a number of guards carrying a crib were filing into the room. Darnuir presumed it was his daughter but did not get a chance to confirm this theory before the guards had entered the room and the door closed behind them. Arkus, seeing Darnuir, lingered in the hallway.


  “Good evening, Darnuir,” he said, with an attempt at indifference, though his hesitant start gave him away.


  “Do you think that wise?” Darnuir asked him, carefully approaching Arkus for maximum intimidation. “Leaving her up here?”


  “She was sick the last few days at sea. I think it best if she slept on solid ground tonight,” Arkus answered.


  “I believe there is some solid ground down by the ships,” Darnuir said sarcastically. Arkus closed his eyes and inhaled exasperatedly.


  “Must you always question everything I do?” he asked softly, yet continued without waiting for an answer. “I’ll be returning shortly. I want to help with the ships a while longer.” Darnuir was a little taken aback by this small but altruistic statement of intention. It was not like the King to get his hands dirtied. “There is much work to be done, after all,” Arkus added.


  “Much and more,” Darnuir agreed, and offered the man a small bow of the head. Arkus took this as his sign to leave and went back into his room, charcoal robes flowing behind him.


  Darnuir’s own room was a few doors down; it was long and curved, much like the corridor, with similarly large openings in the rock that served as windows. There was a four-poster bed with crimson hangings, a splendid fireplace, and an open balcony from which the entirety of the city could be seen. Five stands of armour stood sentinel opposite the bed, and behind them was a wall dedicated to a fine range of weapons of all descriptions. He found Brackendon lazily sprawled out on a plush lounger, avidly reading at some scroll. His staff leaned against the wall behind him. He hoped the wizard was in a congenial mood.


  “Sorry if I’m late,” Darnuir said, unstrapping his sword and flinging it onto his bed.


  “Not at all,” Brackendon said, as he looked up from his scroll. “I only just arrived before you did, and in any case, I’m quite at ease reading this excerpt from one of Tiviar’s histories.”


  Darnuir squinted at the scroll. “You have read that one before.”


  “I have read all the literature in your chambers dozens of times. You never change it.”


  “And?”


  “Well, you certainly make room for and rotate your armoury here regularly. Why not your library?”


  “I need those,” Darnuir said, waving at the armaments, “to be ready at a moment’s notice. The words on those pages have not changed since I first read them.”


  “And you remember them all do you?”


  “I do not need to know them at a moment’s notice,” Darnuir scoffed. “And I know them well enough.”


  “Your father is well versed in Tiviar’s histories,” Brackendon began. “Why, just the other day, I was discussing with him whether it is prudent to discuss the First Flight as if it literally happened or if we ought to—”


  “Perhaps if my father did not spend so long looking at tomes and parchment, he might have prepared us a sound defence.”


  “Knowledge can also be a weapon, Darnuir.”


  “One that I have no need for. Knowledge will not stop the threat against us. That will require strength.”


  Brackendon set his reading down and looked reproachful. “The same fight, Darnuir. Why did you summon me?”


  “To ask you how to kill a wizard.”


  “I had not realised I had displeased you that much?” Brackendon tittered. The wizard often laughed like this. It made him frustrating to interpret.


  “You know fine well what I meant,” Darnuir snapped back, growing impatient.


  “We bleed like other men,” Brackendon began, as he rose from his chair, “but we aren’t so easily overpowered. I think you should leave Castallan to me.”


  “Are you suggesting that I cannot—”


  “I am not suggesting anything,” Brackendon said sternly, as he made his way to the door. “I am telling you that some foes cannot be brought down by steel and muscle.”


  Darnuir bristled at these words. He turned to face the wizard but words failed him for some reason. He settled for a contemptuous, snorting grunt instead. Brackendon seemed unimpressed with the display.


  “May I suggest,” Brackendon offered, “reading some more tomes if you wish to know more?” And with that, he took his leave.


  I know more than you give me credit for Brackendon. And I have sought to learn even beyond your understanding.


  Darnuir did not grant the young man much thought afterwards. A weariness suddenly came over him. A dragon’s resilience to fatigue was, like everything else, far greater than a human’s; however, he had not slept in two days. The thought of sleep was alluring but he could not allow himself the luxury now. He decided to make the long descent back to the docks and do what he could to help quicken the evacuation.


  When Darnuir exited the Royal Tower, he noticed that the plaza was dimly lit around the Basilica of Light. Whereas the Tower was tall, the Basilica was bulky, and dominated a large swathe of space on the plateau. It was covered by a smooth dome that was supposed to allow light to enter and shine upon the various deities at the appropriate time of day. It had been years since he had entered that place. Draconess, on the other hand, was a more devout believer in the Way of the Light.


  Are you there now father? Rather than helping your people in their darkest hour?


  Of course, Draconess would be there. Only a minority of dragons bothered with the Light anymore. It was a dying faith of an age-long past. His father and his Praetorian Guard were all vehement believers. But where had it got them?


  Resentment towards his father flared inside Darnuir. He strode towards the Basilica, fully intending upon a confrontation. The entranceway was a grand collection of lofty columns, holding a triangular roof high above. He swept past the columns and through the open arch doorway. Open to allow access to all but few ever come, do they father?


  Inside the cavernous temple, it took Darnuir a moment to gain his bearings. Torches and candles flickered along the walls, growing smaller in the distance. The temple was always disconsolate at night. Bare marble floor made up the bulk of the space, intended for kneeling worshippers, but only a fraction of the space had cushions upon it. In the centre was a lone figure upon his knees.


  Darnuir took his time in approaching the King, ensuring every one of his footsteps echoed loudly around him, interrupting Draconess’ prayers. The centre of the Basilica was curved to match the dome above it. The walls drew downwards into the floor like enormous waves. Three reliefs adorned the walls, equally spaced from each other. Three Gods and yet not one ever came in answer. Three carved, plain stone swords protruded from three ornate stone holders at the centre where Draconess knelt, facing the relief of the god Darnuir knew to be N’weer, deity of rejuvenation. The King did not stir until Darnuir was almost right behind him.


  “Come to argue with me some more, my son?” he asked. His voice was heavy with exhaustion and perhaps sadness. Like most words he uttered these days, it seemed to come at a great effort. “Or have you come to pay respect to N’weer, so that the dawn will come again.”


  “And then, at daybreak, thank Dwna for giving us the light back?” Darnuir scorned. “No father, I will not plead with a god to bring the dawn. I haven’t prayed in years and still the sun rises.”


  “When you were a young hatchling, you used to pray with me,” Draconess said.


  “When I was a ‘child’,” Darnuir emphasised the word, “I wasn’t capable of making my own decisions.”


  “Tell me,” Draconess said, still facing the relief of the god, “when was it that you grew so bitter towards me? When was it that you began to hate me?”


  “Hate is a strong word, father,” said Darnuir.


  “And yet…” The accusation hung for a long moment. Draconess remained still, his eyes closed.


  “You cling on to this dead religion, father, as if it will save us?” Darnuir hissed. “Like you cling on to your notions of a Guardian who will come again to deliver us. These are dated things from a past no longer relevant. Both of them are gone.”


  “Yet still the temple remains,” Draconess said. “As does my faith. I know that these things will rise again.”


  Always the same fight. The same unfaltering argument. He has ‘faith’.


  “Our people once believed strongly in the Light,” Draconess said, “and in those days, we were strong. We had purpose. We had a cause. Now our faith is all but extinguished and we are weak. Do you not see?”


  “Perhaps things would change if you stopped spending time on your knees and got out there.” Darnuir pointed forcefully towards the arched doorway. “Keep your faith if you will but act, father; act rather than flee to your empty sanctuary.”


  “Act,” Draconess said, still quite calmly, “and do what?”


  “Kill demons?” Darnuir suggested. “Lead our armies. At least help pack the ships tonight!”


  “One demon or a thousand, it makes no difference so long as their master lives.”


  “Then kill him!” Darnuir bellowed. His voice reverberated around the temple. “You have the Dragon’s Blade; you’re supposed to have the power. If not you, then who?”


  “You?” Draconess questioned.


  Darnuir’s laugh was maddened. “I have asked you for the sword countless times and you refuse. But yes, I will do it. If I must.”


  Draconess shook his head resignedly and sad. “I once hoped that you might be able to take it but you have proven that granting you such power would not be wise.”


  “One mistake, father…” Darnuir began.


  “Reckless, susceptible, hot-headed, blunt and without subtlety!” Draconess interrupted. He remained kneeling but turned to face Darnuir. “Good intentions do not change that. You’ll recall Dranus once had such good intentions. He sought power to serve the Light, and in doing so he splintered our race and we fought the Black Dragons for centuries.”


  “You would compare me to some ancient enemy, again long dead?” Darnuir said. “Let go of the past, father. Think about our future. Dranus is not the enemy now, it is Rectar. He needs to die. I ask again, who will do it if not you?”


  “This is why I pray,” Draconess said, “for I am certain the answer will come.”


  “You’ve given up, haven’t you? That’s what all of this is about. You will no longer even try!”


  “I have faith.”


  “You have an empty hall and emptier promises!” Darnuir spat.


  “Leave me,” Draconess said, returning to face N’weer. “Go and take action. Do what you think you must.”


  Darnuir tore from the Basilica. His blood was hot and his hand itched for his sword. It was a shame the demons were not here now. How cathartic it would be to tear them apart. Perhaps he ought to do just that. Drive into the horde. Kill. He could leave a river of their smoking blood. And if he died, he would have at least done something. He drew in long, deep breaths in an attempt to steady himself. A strong wind whipped through the plaza, cooling his skin. As it died down, the air returned to being warm and dry, even now at night, as it always was in this part of the world.


  Yes, he could stay behind and fight the enemy, but he would die. Somehow, he might fight his way all the way to Rectar’s feet but he would die there just the same. Would that really be any better than kneeling on a cold temple floor? He decided to pursue his original course and headed for the southern stairs leading to the docks. He could lend his hands to the evacuation even if Draconess would not. His people needed action but nothing reckless. His father was right about that much.


  But Darnuir was not his father.


  Chapter 3


  THE FALL OF AURISHA


  DAWN CAME AND with it blasts from the city’s war horn – a massive instrument that took three dragons to blow. Darnuir dropped the crate of grain he was carrying as he heard it roar. It sounded like the bellow of the beasts they once had been. Everyone else around him froze as well.


  They have come.


  Silence followed the horn for a few heartbeats before the stunned masses began moving hysterically towards the remaining ships. Cries came from all directions as the King’s elite Praetorian Guard tried to maintain some control. Darnuir found himself caught unprepared. It was truly fight or flight. He desired the fight. He longed to prevent the city from falling, but around half of the troops had already departed on the ships, on their way west to the human capital of Brevia. As much as it pained him to admit, it would have to be flight. Yet something must be done.


  Stuck at the harbour at the southern end of the city, Darnuir could not see the demons. They would be assaulting the walls of Aurisha by land on the northern side. If they got over them and into the city too quickly, then they would have access to the great lift and then the plaza itself would be endangered.


  “Darnuir!” a voice strained over the crowd. “Darnuir! I need you. Please!” Arkus pleaded, approaching clumsily through the chaos.


  The sudden appearance of the human king was both the last thing Darnuir expected and the last thing he needed.


  “What?” he snapped at the man. “Why are you here? I thought you would have returned to your chambers.”


  “Th-th-there was so much to do,” Arkus stammered out. “Please, Darnuir. My girl, she is still up there.” Darnuir had to close his eyes in fury and frustration.


  The sooner this child walks the better.


  “I’m sure your men are capable of bringing her down,” Darnuir told him.


  “You’re quicker, though – so much faster. Please, Darnuir. Please!” Arkus beseeched. Such was his fear that it almost sounded like a whimper.


  Darnuir didn’t respond immediately. He searched around for a suitable replacement, yet most of the Praetorians were making their way towards the western side of the city. The streets there hugged the base of the plateau at ground level and, hopefully, the Praetorians were joining his father in some rapid defence of the city walls. Darnuir looked back at the cowering man and felt both pity and disdain. He desired his place to be with the Praetorians but he knew Draconess would not have him refuse Arkus.


  We cannot afford humanity to break apart.


  “Stay here,” Darnuir told Arkus, before sprinting off towards the winding stairs. As he began the ascent, he saw his father in the distance, drawing the Dragon’s Blade and leading his guard to block the narrow streets. Heavily armoured, with red plumed helmets, and curved, rectangular shields that stretched from neck to shin, the Praetorians roared in unison as they surged onwards. Darnuir tore his gaze away and continued upwards.


  Such was his haste in reaching Arkus’ chambers that he actually had to stop to catch his breath. He felt a stitch begin to burn faintly across his midriff – a sensation he had not experienced in a long time. He should have gotten more sleep. He took several deep breaths to collect himself before turning his attention to the chamber’s door. As he reached for it, the door opened seemingly of its own accord and six steel-armoured guards nearly collided with him in their haste to exit. There was little time to exchange words. Darnuir saw the baby in its carriage and was satisfied.


  “As fast as you can,” he implored them. They flew as swiftly as humans could do behind him, down the tall Royal Tower. Several of his father’s Praetorians passed them as they made their way out onto the plaza. Darnuir decided to conscript them into service and signalled them over.


  “But the King, my prince, we must go to him,” one of the Praetorians told him.


  They are loyal to a fault at times, these dragons.


  “The King will not miss a few of you, nor will he be pleased if our relationship with the humans unravels. See her?” Darnuir pointed at the crib. “That’s Arkus’ little princess. So get her to the docks.”


  Before more words could be exchanged, the anxious human guard at the head of the crib party piped up, “My lord, Darnuir. Please, we must not tarry. The child—” he began, but the Praetorians had already relented and bustled to wrest control of the crib from the human guards. There was a cry of protest from the humans but they settled down as the Praetorians shot them hard looks. The weight of the crib would mean nothing to them. Darnuir and the Praetorians could make the journey much quicker.


  The small company hurried across the plaza as swiftly as they could. As they drew closer to the great lift, a scene of pandemonium unfolded. Those still caught atop the plateau were running in blind panic towards the stairway to the south side of the city. Another squad of Praetorians emerged from the lift, along with some regular dragon soldiers, all looking bloodied. They ordered that the great chains of the lift be cut to prevent further trips.


  Those chains are too thick to be cut. The demons will be up here soon if they have breached the city walls.


  Down below, Darnuir could already see flames licking menacingly upwards, as if trying to reach the plateau’s top. The putrid smell of burning flesh and the demons’ vile, death-like odour violently raked his sensitive nostrils.


  Darnuir directed the crib party down a narrow street at the plateau’s edge, which would avoid the main thrum of the crowd spilling towards the southern staircase. From this height, Darnuir could see the black mass of demons beginning to swarm over the city walls, virtually unopposed. If Draconess was making a stand in the narrower streets between the city walls and the base of the plateau on the western side of the city then he might hold for a time at least. The demon numbers would count for less in the confined spaces.


  At the top of the winding southern stairs, the company pushed their way through the mass of bodies pelting downwards. Out at sea, the sails of the ships dotted the blue landscape, stretching off to the horizon. Most of the ships had departed during the night but many still remained, awaiting their precious cargo to climb aboard. Others were hastily departing right now. The staircase to the docks wove ten times before it reached sea level. Running down, Darnuir’s view became blocked by rising buildings on every side. Their company rounded the third turning and there was a deafening bang as a chunk of rock flew over their heads, colliding with the buildings above. The starium held up well but the projected rocks broke apart on impact and sent heaps of debris flying across the stairway. Another group of figures came towards them from around the next corner.


  “Darnuir!” Arkus yelled. “Thank goodness you…” he exclaimed, out of breath.


  “I told you to stay put!” Darnuir shouted. Arkus was like a disobedient child but the fresh wave of frustration was quickly extinguished, given their situation. “We don’t have time to talk, just keep moving. Your daughter is safe; she is with us. Let’s go!” Arkus took several deep breaths then whirled around and started to head back down to the docks along with his own guards. There were more screams and collisions as buildings fell on either side of them. Darnuir briefly glimpsed demon warships bombarding the city with hewn rocks from afar.


  “I saw your father, Darnuir, he took his Praetorians to try and hold off the demons. I saw them fighting in the streets as I ran up,” Arkus gasped breathlessly, for they were moving at a good pace. “I think Castallan is with them – that’s how they’ve managed to advance so quickly.”


  “Impossible,” Darnuir bellowed, but momentarily froze. “I thought he was west, in the Bastion.”


  “I thought the same,” Arkus managed to say through his panting, as the men chased down the stairs. “But I saw unnatural gales and chunks of rock flying too precisely. I’ve only seen Brackendon do such things and he was down on the ship when I saw it.” Arkus made the effort to point vaguely westwards where Darnuir could indeed see pieces of debris set ablaze, swooping down upon their victims below with abnormal precision.


  Just then, there was an almighty crash as the walls on either side of them began to crumble under the weight of continued impact from the missile-like rocks. Darnuir leapt back as a jagged lump of starium pierced the ground where he had stood moments before. A deafening avalanche of stone crashed around him, and in his haste to flee, he tripped, falling hard onto the stairs. His head rang painfully from deep inside. Regaining his footing, Darnuir turned to check on the rest of the party, only to see several of the men who had guarded the crib lying face down, a red pool of blood around them. Two Praetorians lay crushed; one was only visible by an outcropping hand. The crib and the last Praetorians seemed unharmed, but upon turning back to face Arkus, Darnuir saw the impenetrable wall of rubble that had separated them. Worse, the quickest route to the docks was now cut off as well.


  “No!” he groaned before dashing to the wreckage and began to shift what he could. “Come help me move this, it’s the only way down,” he cried to the survivors behind him. They hastened to him and all heaved at the heavy stones, but the damage was too great and Darnuir knew, grimily, that they would not get through it in time. As one of the human guards made to grab another rock, Darnuir saw him jerk awkwardly and haphazardly. An arrow protruded from the man’s back. The crooked and blackened wood was wet with fresh blood. Darnuir looked back to the top of the plateau. All along its edges, hundreds of demons fired arrows down at the stragglers upon the stairs. With a jolt, he remembered the little baby and bolted to the crib. He lifted her out, heaved one of the dead Praetorian’s shields up to cover them, and felt half a dozen arrows bounce off it. From behind this cover, he saw the other men on the ruined stairway get cut down by multiple arrows, falling in the expanding bloody pools.


  The last of the Praetorians died lifting his head over his shield, taking two arrows to the face. Darnuir remained down and tried to find an escape route. There was only one door close enough that he might reach. He got up, baby in his right arm, shield in his left, and sprinted over to it. More arrows grazed the shield and whizzed past his ears. He heaved at the handle of the door but it didn’t budge. He tried again but still nothing happened. Roaring with rage, he stepped back, dropped the shield, and made to ram the door with his shoulder whilst still clutching the babe. As the door caved in, he fell with it, and saw a flash of black ripple past his face. His right cheek flared in pain as the arrow sliced through the top layers of his skin.


  He clambered to his feet and ran up the staircase before him. He knew not where he was, nor where he was going, but he knew that he had to keep moving. He burst out onto the first floor he came to and continued as fast as he could down the corridor. The girl was wailing in his arms. Onwards and onwards he ran, until, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a large crystal orb resting on a three-legged plinth in the middle of one of the rooms.


  I’m in the Arcane Sanctum.


  Although he had realised where he was, the knowledge didn’t much help his predicament. He was fast approaching another door at the end of the corridor and, when he reached it, slammed his shoulder against it. It did not budge. The force of the blow sent him hurling onto his back. The girl let out a fresh shriek of protest at this latest ill-treatment, although she landed softly on his chest. The door must have been sealed magically. Such was the impact of the blow that the plated armour on his left shoulder had caved inwards and pierced his flesh. It was all he could do to stumble to his feet, only to witness the shadows of demons coming up the corridor.


  There was no way out.


  Holding the tiny princess tightly under his remaining good arm, he doubled back until he found a small storage area containing crates of food, heavy-bound books, stacks of parchment and an abundance of clay inkpots. He put the baby down behind one of the larger crates so she was out of sight, then hid behind the door. He ripped off his chest piece and examined his shoulder, which was now a mangle of muscle and bone. It was pain such that he had never felt in his life: it seemed as though his whole existence was now burned and concentrated on his injury. Thankfully, his sword arm could still be used and he drew his weapon, ready to strike. Darnuir cleaved the head off the first enemy who entered the little room. Lurching forwards, he kicked the next demon in the stomach before impaling it on his blade.


  Demons were not as small as they appeared but were often stooped or misshapen. They had no flesh to their bones, which were sometimes visible behind the swirling body of fire and shadow that formed substantively around them. Their blood, if that is what it could be called, was like hot, bubbling lava, the colour of rust. Darnuir was not afraid of them but he knew that he could not last in this room forever; yet he wasn’t about to just lay down arms and die. He hacked and slashed again and again until it seemed that all of the demons who had been chasing him had either been killed or had fled.


  His last foe slipped past him, perhaps hearing the cries of the princess. Darnuir caught the creature hard on its side with the flat of his blade, sending it crashing into the shelf of inkpots. The cascade of falling clay smothered the demon and flooded the room in ink as dark as its own shadowy flesh.


  Darnuir stumbled back out into the corridor beside the magically sealed door to check if the way was clear, favouring his right side greatly. He almost felt exhilarated at his small victory but then he saw a fresh wave approaching. Whatever advantage the dragons had in strength, the demons more than made up for in numbers. They were cunning in their own way and could work surprisingly well together. Often one demon would purely distract a foe while another exacted the killing blow. Their chief tactic was simple but effective: swarm the enemy.


  Four approached him now.


  Darnuir reacted instinctively as the closest demon lunged at him, barbed blade in hand. He dodged the blow and brought the hilt of his sword down to cave in the creature’s skull. Another leapt in the air towards him, bringing its weapon down. As he raised his sword to block it, he noticed the remaining pair of demons break off to either side. He was surrounded. He jumped backwards but hit the impenetrable door and could go no further. He elbowed the demon on his right, simultaneously blocking the assailant directly in front of him with his out-struck sword. It worked but his left arm hung uselessly, and the fourth demon made it to him. The little abomination let out a triumphant howl as it plunged the nasty blade into Darnuir’s unprotected waist. Perhaps the shock of it numbed him at first for he felt no pain, but it quickly came, in such intensity that it was beyond screaming, and his breath caught in his throat.


  Hunched over and bleeding, he rose with the last of his strength, ramming his sword through the offending demon on his left, feeling hot gore cover his hand. In a continuing motion, he ripped the sword out and brought his elbow back to crush the demon on his right against the wall. The last of them hesitated and Darnuir kicked it so hard in the chest that it flew up the corridor, turning in mid-air and landing on its head to leave a smoking trail of bloodshed in its wake.


  Darnuir staggered, swayed on the spot and fell to the cold, stone floor, unable to feel anything, his vision going cloudy. He felt his wounds now, really felt them, like he never had before. The pain was paralyzing. More demons were noisily coming up the corridor. He tried to resist thinking that this would be his inglorious end. Such an end would not be worthy of one of Brackendon’s books.


  He almost didn’t care about Arkus’ spawn wailing now, for it seemed to be ebbing away, along with the pain. It was as if his body was already shutting down, not wanting to live its last seconds in agony. He lay on his back, staring at the doorway, waiting for them to come, and he slipped further out of consciousness. No. I won’t have my eyes closed when the end comes. But try as he may, he could not fight it. ‘Some foes cannot be fought with steel and muscle,’ he heard Brackendon’s words come to him. Was death such a foe?


  Before his eyes closed, Darnuir saw a burst of some queer purple energy, like lightning but somehow thicker, coming from the door he had crushed his shoulder on. Only now, the door was open. A robed man walked through it and Darnuir felt a spurt of hope that he couldn’t quite register. Before his sight faded, he saw a brilliant flash of white light, and then nothing at all.


  Chapter 4


  UNFORESEEN TROUBLES


  THE SHOCKINGLY BRIGHT light illuminated the little house. Momentarily, it seemed like a star had fallen violently from the heavens. Brackendon and Darnuir appeared amongst the unnatural shine quite smoothly; no noise at all was made as they materialised out of apparent nothingness. As quickly as the light had appeared, it vanished like a candle blown out, leaving the room dark and damp once more. Brackendon looked around him and saw he was inside a rather small and shabby shack, with dust-covered furniture and an old, wooden bed up against one of the windows. The place had a musky smell of dried straw, mingled with something that reminded Brackendon of the drains of Brevia, a smell of mould and unwanted growth. Outside the tiny window, he could see snow being blown around in the wind, visible in the starlight. Clearly, they were no longer in Aurisha.


  The Prince of Dragons lay unconscious at his feet. Pointing his staff at him, Brackendon gently lifted him onto the bed. Instinct told him that Darnuir was wounded but he could barely see. He desperately needed more light and he was starting to feel a chill. There was a small fireplace here in this room. It would have to do, though there was precious little firewood available, and so he directed his attention to a haggard-looking cabinet. Concentrating for a few seconds, he slowly curled his free hand into a fist and the cabinet broke apart into smaller pieces as he did so. Using magic for destruction, like for movement, was relatively cheap, but he nonetheless felt the surge of the poisonous substance flow to his shoulder, down towards his staff, enjoying the relief as it drained out of him. His staff would process the magic for him but it could only deal with so much.


  Gathering up the broken cabinet, Brackendon stacked the fire high and sent a few sparks at the wood to ignite it. With the crackling fire to aid him, Brackendon returned to Darnuir’s side to more closely examine his charge. Darnuir was a mess. His cheek had a long red gash, which trickled blood. His shoulder was a mangle of flesh and bone; then there was the knife protruding menacingly from his side. That would not be so cheap to mend. He could easily remove the knife but healing Darnuir’s wound and fixing up his shoulder would take a great deal of power. Perhaps more than he could risk. He attempted to draw out the dagger with his hand, to save using even that small amount of magic, but the blade was twisted in deep.


  There will be blood when I pull it out. A lot of blood.


  Resigning himself, Brackendon began to slowly edge the dagger out magically. It slid out neatly onto the bed and a torrent of dark blood followed behind it. Brackendon had no choice. He used his powers to knit up the skin and muscle, enough so that the bleeding would stop. As he felt the magical energy wash through him, empowering him, he turned his attention to Darnuir’s shoulder. With this injury, he also did the minimum required to stop Darnuir bleeding to death. The protruding bone snapped back into place and a thin veil of pink flesh formed over it. When he finished his work, Brackendon stopped drawing on the power. There was a moment of brief euphoria, a moment in which he felt invincible, unstoppable; then he began to feel the full force of the magic he had just used.


  His body convulsed in powerful shakes as he felt the poisonous remains of the magic flood his system. He gasped for air as his lungs tightened and he fell writhing to the floor. Whimpering, he thrashed around helplessly, like an insect missing too many legs, before curling up pathetically. He felt the magical residue rage throughout his body, agonising, before it drained down his arm to his staff. His hand gripped the silver bark tightly, in dire need of his staff’s processing ability. Without it, he would have handled barely a fraction of the power he wielded.


  He lay still for a time on the dank floor. When he finally regained a degree of sense about him, his head pounded fiercely and a strong bitterness lay upon his tongue. I must be careful. It would not do for me to break; not here, not now.


  For a wizard to break was a terrible fate. Magic was addictive stuff but its true name, for those who knew it, was Cascade energy. The more one drew on the Cascade, the stronger one felt and the more one was tempted to consume. When a wizard broke, it meant he had surpassed the limit both his body and staff could maintain. There were many consequences but a common occurrence was total psychological breakdown. Brackendon had seen a few of his colleagues break in their youth. Men reduced to boys and the boys to babes. It wasn’t permanent but the recovery process was uncertain, and for many, it took years.


  Brackendon had just drawn on a significant amount of Cascade energy in order to heal Darnuir. Healing and creating with magic always drew on far more power than using it to destroy. ‘Wood versus stone’ was what he had been taught. A house might be built quickly and cheaply out of wood, but one of stone would endure. Building things properly took time, effort and resources. The magical comparison was almost too much for anyone to bear. The body took a long time to heal, for example. For a magic wielder to speed up that process, and make it almost instantaneous, was to use the same amount of energy required for the healing in one burst. Destruction, on the other hand, was an easier thing. A masterpiece tapestry might take the weaver months to sew, but any urchin with a torch could ruin it in seconds. All considered, he had called upon infinitely more Cascade energy to heal Darnuir’s wounds than he had in crushing the cabinet. And he had only just stopped the bleeding. He hadn’t even made an attempt to heal the other internal damage Darnuir might have suffered.


  Regaining himself, Brackendon sat up slowly and went over to inspect his patient, and noticed, to his horror, a greenish tint of poison upon the jagged knife he had extracted from Darnuir. This made matters even worse. Dragons had a weakness to poison. Crude as demon toxin was, Darnuir might well perish from it. A long moment passed in which Brackendon found himself unusually lost and unsure.


  What am I to do?


  Darnuir shivered a little. Brackendon found some old blankets in a wardrobe next to the door, along with an assortment of mismatched, ragged clothing. He quickly shook the dust off them and removed Darnuir’s remaining armour. The thick plates were so heavy that he had to use a little magic to move them. He winced doing so, feeling the build-up in his system. He could barely maintain the effort and the armour clashed to the floor as he suddenly let go. Cold sweat covered Darnuir underneath the metal. Brackendon wrapped the blankets around Darnuir’s body and placed the clothes bunched up behind his head for a makeshift pillow.


  Kneeling by the bedside, Brackendon put his head in his hands. What can I do?


  It had only been a stroke of luck and good timing that had saved Darnuir. Kasselle had asked him where Arkus had run off to, so he had explained to her about the King’s daughter. She had then urged him to go and help, as time was extremely short. He had only made it to the beginning of the winding stairs when he saw the debris fall onto the path above. He had continued up the stairs but only found a wounded and exhausted Arkus. The King had said that the rubble had cut him off from both Darnuir and his girl.


  Brackendon knew that the Arcane Sanctum would provide a way around the blockage but, when he had attempted this route, he had found the entrance blocked inside by the same door that must have stopped Darnuir. As he was removing the spell he himself had placed, Brackendon had heard the banging and shouting coming from beyond the sealed door. When he had made it through, he had dispatched some of the advancing demons with arcane energy, but had been too late to save the prince from injury. Darnuir had seemed an inch from death and Brackendon had heard more demons coming. He could not have fought them all whilst moving Darnuir at the same time. In the heat of the moment, Brackendon considered he had only one path. He had taken hold of Darnuir and brought him to the one place in the world he could instantaneously. A small settlement called Cold Point, high in the Boreac Mountains, on the opposite side of the world.


  A wizard could only travel in such a way to the place where his or her staff tree resided, and, even when they did travel in such a manner, where they ended up was never exact. Wizards teleporting could appear anywhere within a mile’s radius of their staff tree, and Brackendon supposed they had been fortunate to land inside an abandoned house. He had little reason to teleport to Cold Point normally, for it was far removed from the important areas of Tenalp. Still, he had used it once before.


  Although Darnuir was now stable, Brackendon was in a true predicament.


  He couldn’t know for sure whether Draconess was still alive, nor Arkus and Kasselle. Anything could have happened since they left. Hopefully, they would all be safely at sea by now, heading to Arkus’ capital of Brevia. There was a great harbour there, like Aurisha’s, and most of the ships would be able to dock there. Brackendon and Darnuir, however, were in the Boreacs, and far to the southwest of the human capital. They were closer to Castallan’s sphere of influence than any stronghold of the Three Races.


  Brackendon was lifted from his thoughts as Darnuir began to stir. Very slowly, and with evident effort, the prince half-opened his eyes. He tried to speak but his voice was weak and rasping.


  “Where are we?”


  “Cold Point,” Brackendon informed him.


  “In the Boreac Mountains,” Darnuir added as if to clarify. Darnuir knew the geography of Tenalp well at least. Anything that was useful for war, he tended to know. The Prince didn’t question how they had gotten there. He likely knew of Brackendon’s staff tree, or perhaps he was simply in too much anguish to care.


  “You must be in incredible pain,” Brackendon said. “There is no need to—” Brackendon was interrupted as Darnuir’s body wrenched in agony. He opened his mouth in a silent scream. Dragons were tough and Darnuir was tougher still. Brackendon had never known him to show signs of sufferance. These gestures unnerved him more than the wound itself.


  How much pain does it take to make such a creature wail?


  He got up and held Darnuir steady. Darnuir closed his eyes once the convulsions had stopped and drew in a long, calming breath. He spoke again; this time his voice was not much more than a whisper.


  “The girl…” Darnuir’s voice trailed away.


  The girl! She isn’t here. Was she nearby Darnuir? I didn’t see her.


  “Darnuir, I’m sorry,” Brackendon choked. “She must have been left behind. I…” Brackendon stopped his confession as Darnuir slipped unconscious again. His chest and stomach rose only a little from his shallow breaths. Brackendon was left once more with his unanswerable question.


  What am I to do?


  Snow fell more heavily outside the tiny window. It collected around the edges of the pane, further obscuring the world beyond. Little could be seen, other than the spiky outline of towering pine and evergreen trees. The shack must have been on the outskirts of town. He had only been to Cold Point once before but roughly remembered its layout, although the circumstances under which he had travelled here in the past were completely different. It had been just four years ago at the end of his training when he had been presented with his staff.


  As Brackendon stared out on the snowy scene, he recalled his previous trip to Cold Point. He had been aiding a friend escape from a previous life. His name was Cosmo, a young man from Brevia, then only eighteen. He had opposed his father, and political life in the capital, in every way. He had not wanted to stay and become something he wasn’t. So he had come to Brackendon in confidence; wishing to run away as far as he could. Wherever he ended up, his plan had been to join the regional hunters, an organisation in which he felt he could actually achieve some good.


  Hunters and huntresses were well-trained and respected across all human lands. They fulfilled many roles. Sometimes they acted as an elite scouting force, sometimes as local law enforcement, and other times, they did just what their title suggested – they hunted. Larger wild beasts were their primary concern these days, especially here in the Boreac Mountains, where bears were a known issue. They kept the roads safe for travellers.


  Yet bears were not their original targets. Brackendon looked to Darnuir with slight apprehension. In the earliest days of the hunters, their main duty was to hunt dragons. That had been when humanity and the dragons were in open conflict.


  Thankfully, those days were far in the past. Cosmo had sought to join the hunters because of their involvement with their regional communities. Above all, Cosmo had desired to help people – truly help them. Hopefully, he would still be alive and well.


  Brackendon was sure he would need Cosmo’s help in one way or another. Perhaps if proper aid could be brought to Darnuir, he would pull through. Though Brackendon did not allow his hopes to rise. Hope could be fragile thing and Darnuir’s fate was all but decided. Poison was the death of a dragon. There was one potential spell Brackendon could use but it was little better than death. Would it be right to perform it? Would it kill him to do so? For now, at least, he decided he would seek out Cosmo. It was a start. There was little more he could do for the prince presently. Brackendon turned from the grimy room and left the shack, feeling guilty for leaving Darnuir.


  What other choice do I have?


  Brackendon left Darnuir and the warmth of the fire behind as he stepped out of the shack into the cold snow. It seemed he was right on the edge of the town. A jumble of flickering lights in the distance indicated life did exist here. Cosy, squat-looking log cabins sat all around him. Each building was covered in a layer of snow, as were the pines and other evergreens upon the slopes of the valley in which the town was nestled. From what Brackendon could remember, the roads of Cold Point were, where possible, constructed out of cobbles, but the vast majority were simple dirt tracks, which, due to frequent snowfalls, were more like muddy rivers. Brackendon splashed across the surface of one now and headed towards what he guessed was the centre of the town. The light sandals he had worn to combat the heat of Aurisha afforded him no protection against the freezing water or the biting wind.


  Perhaps Cosmo can also spare me some of those sturdy hunter boots.


  The preference for wooden cabins came from the logging work that was conducted in the Boreac Mountains. Cold Point was the highest settlement in the region and had easy access to vast bodies of trees to be felled. Built in the steep valley, the town was protected at its thickest end by a large, iron gate, while the rest of the settlement followed the flow of the land to the valley’s tipped point. The effect was to make the layout of the town seem misshapen, and many regarded that it looked, quite fittingly, like an icicle.


  In the freezing air, Brackendon hurried towards the square ahead. Lights were kindled inside the cabins he passed but he saw no living soul. When he reached the square, he felt stone beneath his feet and was relieved to no longer be walking through the icy water. The busiest-looking building appeared to be the tavern. Many silhouettes were framed against the glass, as were the outlines of tankards and drinking horns in hand. Were they celebrating? If they were then Cosmo was most likely with them. Before investigating further, Brackendon found himself drawn towards his staff tree. Despite the urgency of his situation, he felt compelled to see it. After all, he was bound to it in a way. Should it ever be destroyed, his staff would shatter along with it, crippling his magical capabilities. He didn’t have to wander far until he saw it, surrounded by a small, stone wall.


  It was a magnificent sight to behold. He recognised the twenty feet of gnarled silver bark, its branches criss-crossed and weaved throughout one another as if in a frenzied dance. Its leaves were a mixture of silver and white; some lay scattered on the ground around it but most remained on their branches. Near the top, there was a long, thin section of wood cut away from the trunk that was the same length as the staff he held. Being close to his tree filled Brackendon with a kind of primal energy. He felt bolstered: powerful. Perhaps it was just as well, considering what he may have to do. Yet the feeling was likely deceptive. Magic had an unrivalled capacity to make the user feel like he could accomplish anything; and many died because of it.


  As he was paying homage to the tree, he saw a man across the square wearing the layered, leather armour of the hunters, designed by region to blend into their surroundings. The approaching hunter’s leathers were thus primarily white, interwoven with pieces, stained oily black and dull grey, which would help camouflage him amongst the dirtied snow and rock of the mountains. However, against the log buildings, he was easily discernible. A fur-lined hood hung behind his neck and his leather pauldrons were thick and bulky, accentuating the breadth of his shoulders. The hunter was walking quite purposefully as though on patrol. He spotted Brackendon just before he reached the tavern. After a moment’s pause, the hunter whipped out his bow and drew an arrow so fast that Brackendon would not even have had time to draw breath if the hunter had intended to kill him.


  “Who goes there?” the hunter yelled threateningly. Brackendon raised his arms slowly to indicate he meant no harm.


  “Do not be alarmed,” Brackendon said. “I am but a simple traveller who is an old friend of one of your own.” The excuse was feeble but his head ached so much from the magic he had recently used that he could barely string a sentence together. So long as he found Cosmo, it didn’t matter.


  “Name him,” the hunter replied, his bow still raised.


  “Cosmo,” Brackendon said, trying to hide the nervousness he felt at the drawn bow. “I would be very grateful if you could take me to him.”


  “Cosmo,” said the hunter with admiration in his voice. Though there were no ranks as such within the hunters, except for a captain who was in charge of individual stations, there were always some who earned more respect and loyalty than the others. Cosmo appeared to be one of them. “He’s in the tavern with the rest of the men,” the hunter informed him. “We killed a demon-raiding party today with no casualties on our side.” The man stopped for a moment as if to savour the victory. Since Castallan’s betrayal, demons had been scourging the southern human kingdom almost with impunity. Brackendon thought it terribly ironic that here were men celebrating their achievement, while across the ocean on the other side of the world, the Three Races’ most coveted city was now in the hands of Rectar. “So, you want me to take you to him?” The hunter made the offer coolly, not lowering his weapon.


  “I would be much in your debt,” Brackendon replied and started forwards.


  “Halt stranger,” the hunter said, almost amused.


  Is he playing with me?


  “A simple traveller are you? Well I just don’t believe you.”


  “Then why not just shoot me?”


  “Well you’re not a demon,” the hunter said, stepping a little closer, “but I don’t know many ‘simple travellers’ who wear such robes, or carry such fine staves.”


  Brackendon cursed himself for not hiding his staff. “A good walking stick serves well in these mountains.”


  “Most walking sticks are not so tall, nor so silver,” the hunter said, creeping ever forwards. Brackendon could see him better now. He was surprisingly young for a voice that commanded so much confidence. Disorderedly black hair topped his head, while his face was covered in a young man’s patchy attempt at a beard. His skin was not yet crinkled by age. A skinny frame hinted he was to grow more and his eyes contained a youthfulness that made Brackendon suspect the boy was barely fifteen. “I’m only young,” the hunter said, “but I think I know a wizard when I see one.”


  Perhaps he thinks I am Castallan?


  “If you believe that then you ought to do as I say,” Brackendon said, hoping the hunter would comply. He would be useless in a fight right now.


  The hunter stopped advancing, but the tension did not. “I do believe it,” the hunter said. He released his arrow.


  It spiralled towards Brackendon and he was forced to act. He did as little as he could, pushing against the arrow to make it veer off course. Even this small use of Cascade power was a strain on him and he became acutely aware of the build-up in his staff. His staff was too busy processing the consequences of his earlier healing magic. It felt as though there was fire in his veins. He let out a cry that bellowed through the night and fell once more onto his knees. His free hand steadied himself on the snowy stones but he could not feel the cold now. He could not feel much at all. With effort, Brackendon lifted his head. The hunter notched another arrow.


  “Garon, lower your bow!” a voice thundered from the tavern. The young hunter hesitated, keeping his bow held high.


  “It’s a wizard, Cosmo!” Garon said. “It’s Casta—”


  “Don’t be so foolish!” Cosmo barked running to Garon and pushing his bow down. “Do you think Castallan would show up here? I know this man, and I’d be most upset if you killed him.” He took the boy by the scruff of the neck.


  “I’m sorry, Cosmo, I just…” Garon tried to say. Cosmo appeared to settle down, now the immediate danger had passed.


  “You were a bit overzealous,” Cosmo said. “Shooting first is for demons and enraged beasts.”


  “And dragons?” Garon said, laughing a little at some inside joke. Cosmo did not join him.


  “Not for hundreds of years,” Cosmo said. “And I would pity you if you tried to fight a dragon, Garon. They could snap you in two.”


  “It’s just a joke, sir,” Garon said, shrugging off the older hunter. “I am sorry,” he said looking at Brackendon. “Please, forgive my brashness.”


  “I already have, Garon.” Brackendon winced as he staggered to his feet. Cosmo rushed to aid him and began to direct him towards the tavern. “We must discuss something privately,” Brackendon whispered to his friend.


  Cosmo nodded.


  “My absence will be noted if I leave,” he whispered back. “We can talk inside,” he nodded to the bustling tavern. “No one will overhear us in there. They are all far too merry to notice much.” The young hunter, Garon, was looking suspiciously over his shoulder at the pair of them.


  “Will he be trouble?” Brackendon whispered again.


  “Garon? No I’d trust him with my life,” Cosmo said.


  “I hope so,” Brackendon said as they neared the tavern’s illuminated doorway. “The fate of the world may now lie with us.”


  Chapter 5


  THE FATE OF THE WORLD


  BRACKENDON ALLOWED COSMO to lead him over to the noisy bar. After giving a quiet word to Garon, Cosmo thumped his hand upon the bar’s surface. Two frothy drinks were produced by the barman, slopping messily as they were placed in front of them.


  “I dare say I’ll need the strength to hear what you are about to tell me,” Cosmo said, polishing off the majority of his drink in one draught, while Brackendon sipped tentatively at his own. It was surprisingly light but it wouldn’t serve his needs for now.


  “I’d prefer water, Cosmo, and lots of it.”


  “Been using magic?” Cosmo asked, gesturing to the barman that he required another ale.


  “Yes, I have,” Brackendon said. He glanced worryingly around at the crowd. “I don’t mean to be rude Cosmo but we really must talk in private.”


  “And so we will,” Cosmo replied. “I sent Garon upstairs to find us a spot. We’ll be amongst this revelry but not that noticeable. Does that sound agreeable?”


  Brackendon nodded. Cosmo gave him a half-smile in return. Now, in the light of the tavern, Brackendon appreciated just how worn Cosmo appeared. It had only been five years since they had parted but Cosmo already had a weariness to him. His eyes carried heavy, dark bags, and his face showed the remnants of scratches and slashes. His beard was full, though far from bushy, and his matted chestnut hair was in need of a clean. Yet his grass-green eyes retained their warmth. The eyes of someone genuine and caring.


  Young Garon returned to them shortly after Cosmo’s second drink arrived. He led them up the stairs to a table near the balcony’s edge on the second floor. As they took their seats, Cosmo grabbed Garon’s arm.


  “Go get water for our friend here,” he told him. “Good, clean water, and cold if you can manage. Bring as much as you can without drawing attention.” Garon quickly nodded and began to weave back through the bodies. There were less people upstairs but the noise in the tavern was still great. Such was the gaiety that Brackendon wondered whether anyone had even noticed his arrival.


  “We started early,” Cosmo explained, as if sensing Brackendon’s thoughts. “It’s rare that the hunters or town’s folk get the opportunity these days.”


  From their vantage point, Brackendon could see many people who were not garbed in white leathers. Young women sat giggling in the laps of grizzled-looking hunters; while other women were in white and grey leather armour, with dangerous knives at their waist. Huntresses – armed, trained and in uniform. Dragons would not approve.


  Mixed groups of civilians and hunters played dice; and absolutely everyone had a drink to hand. The tavern was well lit and reasonably spacious. Tables, railings and chairs were expertly carved and smoothed from wood of light yellowish-brown and muddy red. It must easily have been the largest space for such a gathering in Cold Point. Shaped like an elongated T, Brackendon could see an additional level above them where still more party makers were enjoying themselves – some hanging a little precariously over the railings.


  “I wouldn’t want to be sleeping in one of the rooms upstairs tonight,” Cosmo said as he drank heavily again from his tankard. Brackendon felt another stab of pain as his body protested against the magic he had put it through. He clenched his fists and gritted his teeth until it passed. “What’s happened, Brackendon?” Cosmo asked anxiously. “Your robes are dirtied with blood, and not all of it is from demons. Why are you here?”


  “I’m not sure where to begin,” Brackendon sighed heavily as the pain in his body subsided. Unfortunately, his pounding head did not abate. “The beginning would be the best place but that isn’t always obvious. The last twenty-four hours should suffice.”


  As best he could, Brackendon then explained the events of the previous day. Being so far away from the main events of the war, news of the demons swift advance had not filtered through the Boreac Mountains. Brackendon had reached the point when the demons had begun their assault on the city when Garon reappeared beside them, carrying a large jug, and spilling some of its contents as he set it down on their table. With a flourish, Garon whipped out a small glass from behind his back and placed it before Brackendon.


  “My thanks, Garon,” Brackendon said. He ignored the small glass and lifted the heavy jug to his lips. He drank eagerly, for water would aid his body to recover. When he set the jug back down, half its weight was gone. Garon looked stunned.


  “On you go, Garon,” Cosmo said, shooing him away. “But stay in sight in case we have need of you again.”


  “Yes, Cosmo,” Garon said. If he was perplexed at these odd requests, he didn’t show it.


  “Is that everything or is there more ill news?” Cosmo asked.


  “Oh, much more,” Brackendon said. Cosmo eyed Brackendon’s untouched tankard. He reached for it and, when Brackendon didn’t protest, he took it for himself.


  “Go on,” the hunter said.


  Brackendon continued with his story. He recited everything: his rescue of Darnuir, why he brought them here, Darnuir’s injuries, his need to use magic on him, and even the issue of Arkus’ daughter. Cosmo’s face stiffened at this last piece of news.


  “Poor, old sod,” the hunter mumbled into his drink.


  “He’s lost both his children now,” Brackendon said, “and it’s my fault.”


  Cosmo gave him a sharp look. “Only the girl could be construed as your fault, but I wouldn’t burden yourself with it. You didn’t know she was there.”


  “I should have known,” Brackendon said. “I should have taken more time to think.”


  “You reacted in the moment,” Cosmo said. “Had you brought her here, we would have had an infant to care for as well as a dying prince. What good would that have done?” Brackendon was surprised at Cosmo’s harsh words and pulled back a little in his seat. “Ah, I didn’t mean it like that,” the hunter said. “It’s a terrible thing. Likely she is dead but you can’t dwell on it.”


  “Brevia will react poorly to the news,” Brackendon said. “Now that the succession is in question again. I take it you haven’t—”


  “No,” Cosmo said curtly. “I haven’t heard anything about Arkus’ son, nor have I seen him, nor do I know anyone who has heard of him or seen him.”


  “I was only asking,” Brackendon said defensively.


  “Well ask something else,” Cosmo said, returning to his drink. “I’m tired of hearing about Arkus’ bloody son.”


  “Very well,” said Brackendon, “tell me, friend, what am I to do? I’ve been turning it over in my mind.”


  “Can anything be done?” Cosmo shouted over the hunters that had started to sing loudly. Down below, several instrumentalists had trooped out and played near the bar. One held a lute, two had fiddles, and the fourth wore two small drums, one strapped over each shoulder. The songs were pacey, full of mirth, and the crowd joined in with gusto.


  “There is one way to save Darnuir,” Brackendon began hesitantly, “but it is little better than death in truth. A spell, Cosmo; one of rebirth. If I use it on him, it will send him back to infancy and he’ll be free of any fatal damage.”


  “I don’t understand,” Cosmo said. “I thought healing magic was extremely costly. You seem to be on the brink of breaking just from stitching up his side.”


  “Oh, I am far from that brink,” Brackendon tried to assure him. Yet I am still too close to it. “But the rebirth spell is not healing, exactly. I would be essentially destroying him – undoing his body, and removing his memories in the process. I’d be killing this Darnuir and leaving a new one, like a book taken apart and the words wiped from the pages. Its destruction, not healing, and destruction is cheap.”


  Cosmo didn’t immediately react. He gazed intently at Brackendon, face passive but eyes focused. “I’ve never heard of such a thing before,” he finally admitted.


  “Well, it has very little utility,” Brackendon explained. “As I say, you are essentially killing the person in the rebirthing process. Time is rewound upon the subject and they are left as a baby. It doesn’t save the person who it is used upon. If someone you loved was dying, the rebirth spell would still take them from you. While that person would grow up from a babe once more, their surroundings, their personality, the experiences that shape them would be different. They would never be truly the same. But Cosmo,” Brackendon urged, leaning back over the table, “Darnuir must survive. In one form or another, he must. The poison in his system will kill him soon regardless.”


  Cosmo finished off the last of his ale. He set the tankard down slowly and carefully, and was about to speak when a call came out from somewhere in the crowd below.


  “Play The Way of the Beast!” it called.


  “Yes,” another voice said, “give us The Way of the Beast!” A general murmuring of agreement followed. The musicians obliged and the tempo of the music changed dramatically. The drummer beat slowly and softly on just one drum, sending deep reverberations around the room. The fiddlers joined in with weeping strings, and all the hunters in the tavern began a low humming in unison. Cosmo did not join them.


  “Why, Brackendon?” Cosmo said in a low voice to avoid standing out in the more subdued atmosphere. “Why ‘must’ he live? Everything I have heard does not paint him favourably. Ill-tempered, ill-mannered, and he has no love for humanity, from what I gather. What should we care?”


  “You should not believe every rumour you hear,” Brackendon said.


  “So they aren’t true?” Cosmo asked. Brackendon’s silent hesitation did not help his point. The humming hunters began to sing the words to their slow tune in the background of their conversation.


  
    “The wolf may howl, the bear will growl,


    And our arrows shall sing.”


    “He must live. Who else can lead the dragons?”


    “I’m sure they are capable of raising up a new king,” said Cosmo.


    “A wolf bounds fast, a bear has strength,


    A dragon is the same.”

  


  “They will never follow anyone but their true king,” Brackendon whispered fiercely.


  “Never before in the history of Tenalp have the dragons faced a similar situation?” asked Cosmo. “Never before have they been without a king from the royal bloodline?”


  
    “The stag has horns, dragons have claws,


    So just stay out of range.”

  


  “I doubt it,” Brackendon told him, “as hard as that is to believe. They have tough immune systems and live far longer than us. No crisis of succession arising naturally comes to mind, and no king other than Aurisha himself has ever died in combat.”


  
    “When arrows fly, the wild beasts die,


    A dragon dies the same.”

  


  “The dragons are stubborn!” Brackendon urged to Cosmo under his breath. “They certainly won’t follow Arkus.”


  “Well I wouldn’t,” Cosmo snorted in agreement. “But he is well-respected enough in Brevia. Maybe the dragons will just have to—”


  “They won’t,” Brackendon insisted.


  
    “The wolf will bite, the bear will swipe,


    The stag will charge its foe.”

  


  “You ask why we should care. We all need the dragons if we have any chance of winning this war,” Brackendon said. “This whole celebration of yours is hollow compared to events outside these mountains. You might want to run and bury your head in the snow, but I work for the good of humanity.”


  The singing in the hall began to rise steadily to a crescendo.


  
    “Still we as men can counter them,


    A dragon dies the same.


    When arrows fly, the wild beasts die,


    A dragon dies the same.”

  


  “I thought you wanted to do good, Cosmo? To help people,” Brackendon said. “There is no greater good you could do for the world than help Darnuir right now.”


  “We have done good,” Cosmo said. “We’re celebrating a victory. The Boreac Mountains are now safe…” he moved his mouth as if chewing. The hunters returned to their antics; the music increased in pace once more, along with the volume of alcohol consumed.


  “It’s not that I don’t want to help, Brackendon,” Cosmo continued, “but I don’t see the benefit of it all. Even if you succeed in this rebirthing, Darnuir will still be an infant. Who will lead the dragons in his absence? If they are so unwilling to select even a regent then this whole rebirth will be pointless.”


  “I cannot account for what the dragons will or will not do,” Brackendon said. “So far as I know, the situation is unprecedented. But it’s not just about that,” he flinched, his head pounding again. He reached for his water. “There is the Dragon’s Blade to consider.”


  “Some magic sword?” Cosmo dismissed. “What good has that done? Draconess has had the sword for longer than I’ve been alive and it hasn’t helped him win the war.”


  “It does have power, Cosmo,” Brackendon said. “I could sense it the few times I was near it.” He took a few great gulps of water and washed down the bitterness in his mouth. “Again, I am not certain on this – I understand little of how the sword works – but I believe it can only pass on down the true royal bloodline. If Darnuir dies, and Draconess is already dead, the sword’s power will also diminish.”


  “And if Draconess is still alive?”


  “Then nothing will happen where the sword is concerned,” Brackendon said. “However Draconess’ fate is unknown to us, and we have to make a choice based on the worst case scenario.”


  “Oh, is it ‘we’ already?” Cosmo said.


  “Yes,” Brackendon said firmly. “It is we, because I will need someone to watch over him for a time, while I go for aid.”


  Cosmo placed his head in one hand, and ran his free hand through his hair. “And you want me to mind a baby dragon?”


  “If the spell doesn’t break me, I’ll be left very weak,” Brackendon said. “I can’t take him with me and hope to keep him warm, or fed or safe if we should be attacked. No, he’ll have to stay until I can send help, and who else would I trust him with, Cosmo? Who else? That lovely song your brothers and sisters just sang doesn’t fill me with confidence.”


  “Please,” Cosmo said with a wave of his hand, “it’s just a song, Brackendon. It’s traditional; goes back hundreds of years. None of us are going to start shooting dragons anytime soon.”


  “Cosmo,” Brackendon said seriously, “this is a very dangerous situation. Perhaps Draconess is still alive, in which case the dragons will not be leaderless and his sword will not lose power. But, is it worth the risk?”


  Cosmo looked towards the tankards on the table and seemed disappointed that they were dry.


  “Aurisha has fallen,” Brackendon said. “It won’t be long before Rectar sends his armies west over the sea. What happens when Rectar’s strength is added to Castallan’s? What happens then if the dragons do not fight with us? What happens to all the small victories you have achieved here? What happens to the people here, Cosmo, when all the demons of the enemy swarm these mountains?”


  “Alright,” Cosmo said reluctantly, “bloody fine. But I am not going to Brevia, Brackendon. Under any circumstances.”


  “Is that what you were worried about?” Does he hate the city so much, he’d risk the world to avoid it?


  “It’s not just that,” Cosmo said. “I want to help people, you are right. But I don’t want to lead them. I don’t want that responsibility. I just want to do my duty. Taking care of a dragon princeling, well, it’s too close to being responsible for comfort.”


  “Don’t you lead men on patrol?” Brackendon said.


  “Only the younger lads and only because Captain Tael insists,” Cosmo said. “Apparently I’m a natural,” he said with disbelief. “Anyway, that’s different. We go out for a week, maybe two, so I’m just temporarily in charge. When we get back to the station, it all goes back to normal.”


  “I’m not asking you to be his father,” Brackendon said. “Just keep him safe for a few months. Once I’m back in Brevia, I can have an entire army come to extract him. Our forces will be moving south anyway. Draconess intends to remove Castallan from the Bastion, or he intended to, at least.”


  They sat for a moment in silence. Brackendon could almost hear the battle rage within Cosmo: do the right thing, the selfless thing, or back away.


  “I can’t resent you for finding the task overwhelming. It is a lot to take in and commit to. I really need you though,” Brackendon pleaded. “This spell might break me and, if it does, then I need someone to be there. To slit my throat and end it, if nothing else.”


  “You’re going to do it regardless, aren’t you?”


  “Yes.” The answer came easily to Brackendon. “It is the only thing we can do. Can I take it that you are agreeing?”


  Cosmo let out the greatest sigh Brackendon had ever heard a man make. “Yes.” Then he whipped around and scanned behind him. He nodded at someone to come over.


  “What are you doing?” Brackendon hissed.


  “Don’t worry; this is a precaution we must take. He won’t learn anything crucial,” Cosmo reassured him. “Besides, I would trust this boy with my life.”


  Already the circle widens, Brackendon thought worriedly. In a flash, Garon appeared dutifully by their table.


  “Garon,” Cosmo said seriously, looking at him, “you told me once that you would do anything I asked of you?”


  “I did,” Garon answered.


  “And you would not reveal matters if I were to ask it of you?”


  “Yes sir! Wait, I mean no, sir. I mean…”


  Cosmo raised a hand. “I understand what you mean. There is something I require of you. My friend and I are about to leave. When we do, wait for half an hour and then leave as well. I want you to walk to the edge of town, stay there for a while and then coming racing back as fast as you can, shouting for help. Shout that you heard a woman screaming, say you heard it coming from outside the town gates, and have others come with you to search. Are you with me so far?” Garon simply nodded and Cosmo continued. “Swear to it that you heard a scream and, after the search has been given up, return to town. We should have completed our task by then. I’ll inform the others that I too heard the cries for help and went myself. I’ll tell them there was a young girl, carrying a baby boy. It won’t matter whether they think it is her own. In fact, the more vague people are on the details, the more believable it will be. You know yourself how many refugees have come stumbling through the mountains of late. Just last week, there was one poor woman who left a boy of her own; what was his name?”


  “Balack, sir,” Garon said stiffly. It seemed to cause the boy a measure of pain to remember the scene.


  “Balack, yes, of course,” Cosmo continued. “In any case, if anyone checks in with Grace and Olive at the lodge, they will find a baby boy. I doubt anyone will pay his appearance too much attention, truth be told.”


  “Everyone is quite distracted, sir,” Garon said.


  “You aren’t joining in, Garon?” Brackendon asked, curious as to the boy’s lack of enthusiasm.


  “Cosmo told me to stay in sight in case I was needed. I wouldn’t want to be a legless lout if I’m required.”


  “Good,” Cosmo said in a business manner. The ale didn’t seem to have affected him much. “Then you know what you must do, Garon. You must also promise never to reveal the truth of this matter.”


  “Of course, sir,” Garon confirmed, beaming with pride. Cosmo rose to his feet and clapped a hand on young Garon’s shoulder. Brackendon followed behind as they wove between the clustered hunters and townsfolk, down the stairs and out of the tavern.


  Brackendon felt the chill engulf him as they stepped outside. The snow was falling thickly now, limiting his vision to the extent that he could no longer see his staff tree. His body convulsed again, though he was not sure if it was from the cold or the magic. He retraced his direction through the square and Cosmo followed.


  “You trust that boy a great deal, Cosmo,” Brackendon said.


  “I do,” Cosmo stated plainly. “He may be young but he is skilled and loyal. Two excellent qualities, both of which he has an abundance of.”


  “And he is loyal to you?” Brackendon asked. “Someone who is not so much older than himself?”


  “Don’t misunderstand me, he will follow the Captain’s direct orders over mine, but he is willing to perform certain tasks for me. I helped Garon gain a place in our ranks you see. We found him out on patrol one day down near Farlen. He had nasty wound on his upper arm and limped with a sprained ankle for good measure. He’s originally from the Cairlav Marshes, just beyond the mountains, but his village had been devastated by a demon raid.”


  “How long ago was this?” Brackendon asked.


  “A year, ago,” Cosmo said. “Maybe a year and a half, around when Castallan turned his cloak. He looked a wretched thing when we found him. Mother dead and his father killed in the war. We brought him back to the station, nursed him back to full strength, and I convinced Captain Tael to take him on, young as he was. He was barely fourteen and normally we only allow fifteen year olds to join as recruits, but Tael knows potential when he sees it.”


  Yes, he sees it in you too.


  “You gave him purpose, Cosmo, something to work and live for. It’s no surprise he looks up to you.”


  “Hmmm,” Cosmo agreed, as much as his humility would allow. As they rounded a corner and the light from the centre of town dwindled, they were left nearly in darkness. “Come,” Cosmo beckoned, “follow the edge of the buildings. We’ll get some light from them.”


  “I believe it’s just straight ahead,” Brackendon said.


  “From the way you described the place, I imagine it’s that squalid, little shack near the back of town,” Cosmo said. “Had a notion to tear it down but there is always better things to do.”


  “It’s a good thing you refrained.”


  They walked in silence for some time; each with an arm stretched out to feel their way along the buildings as their feet sloshed through the gathering snow. Brackendon ached to draw on some magic to stave off the cold but didn’t. He would need every last modicum of strength to handle his upcoming task. Snow collected on their shoulders and the creases of Brackendon’s robes. The darkened homes around them were caked in the white powder as if they were part of the sloping valley. Little light made it out from the windows of the cabins as the snow fell even heavier, looking like a white mist. As they trudged, the whole world seemed to have turned white, and empty, and cold. It was Cosmo who broke their silence.


  “What is he really like, Brackendon? You hesitated back in the tavern.”


  Brackendon was unsure how to answer.


  Arrogant, brusque and bullish. Still, Darnuir had also been loving in his own way.


  “Most of what you heard is true,” he said in a measured voice. “But, if this is to be his final hour, then perhaps the lesser-known side should be remembered. He loves his people, Cosmo; loves them so fiercely, it pains him that they are being slowly ground out of existence. I haven’t known him for long but he has gotten worse of late. More rash, more angry. I think all the setbacks in the war have begun to tear at him. This is just what I have observed, of course. He’d never sit down for a heart to heart.” Brackendon chuckled at the thought.


  “Are you friends?” Cosmo asked, seeming unsure if this was the right word to use.


  “I call him that for want of a better word but I would not say that we are close,” Brackendon said. “Over the past few years, he spent a lot of time visiting my colleagues at the Cascade Conclave. I think he was hoping to gain some magical solution to the war but we could offer him none. Still, he liked to keep a few of our younger members close at hand. Since Castallan’s treachery, I was the only one left he could keep close. Maybe it is simply a dragon’s nature to be distant.”


  “I met him once,” Cosmo said, “well, saw him really. I was just a small lad then, maybe ten years old. I remember because everyone was making such a big fuss around him; but through all of the commotion, I caught his eye. I think I must have looked frightened for he smirked. Just smirked at me and then walked on.”


  “That’s all?” Brackendon said.


  “If I knew more about him, I wouldn’t need to depend on all the rumours, would I?”


  “Maybe he will change,” Brackendon said. “I hope he does.”


  A quarter of an hour after leaving the tavern, they finally reached the exterior of the dingy shack and Brackendon paused briefly before entering. Despite the cold numbing his body, he still hesitated to enter, not keen to perform his awful task. Cosmo was not so tentative and leaned in to pull at the door. The dingy two-roomed hut was warmer than Brackendon remembered it. The warmth was even more peculiar, given that the window had been smashed. Shards of glass lay scattered on the floor and over Darnuir. A menacing sword was nestled into Darnuir’s right hand, while his left clutched tightly around something else. The realisation hit Brackendon with the force of a hammer blow. Glistening in the dying light of the fire, the sword seemed to be radiating heat of its own. Did it know its master required care?


  Cosmo let out an audible gasp at the sight of it. “Is that the—”


  “Dragon’s Blade? Yes,” Brackendon confirmed. “That it is here means only one thing. Draconess is dead and Darnuir is now king.”


  “But how?” Cosmo asked.


  “The Dragon’s Blade will always find its master: that much I know. It can fly. I saw Draconess toss it once and it flew back to his hand. I had wondered whether the distance would matter but…”


  “Evidently not,” Cosmo said stepping closer.


  “Careful, Cosmo,” Brackendon snapped.


  “I’m just looking, Brackendon. It’s the most deadly work of art I’ve ever laid eyes upon,” Cosmo awed.


  Brackendon agreed.


  Its hilt was a dark ox-blood in colour and shaped in the head of a dragon, in the beastly form they had once held. What appeared to be carved scales covered the grip, leading up to the foreboding head. Two rows of discernible and vicious teeth stretched up the base of the blade itself. A forked tongue, wreathed in fire, slithered its way out of the dragon’s mouth and up the body of the blade. The blade itself was a thick, dark gold; an extraordinary metal that even Brackendon did not know by name. Cross-guards in the form of dragon wings erupted from the edges of the dragon’s head and curved down over the grip, where there was just enough space for two hands if required. Every detail was perfectly carved: the raised scales above the eyebrows; the indent on the chin; the sinew and bones on the wings. Only the eye seemed strange. It looked as though something was missing from a small, cavernous socket.


  Brackendon moved around to the other side of the bed and saw that the eye was complete on that side. A small red ruby sat neatly in place, giving the head of the dragon a sense of life as it reflected what light reached it. He looked towards Darnuir’s clenched hand and saw the glint of the missing ruby in Darnuir’s palm. Tentatively, he picked it up. It was heavy, far heavier than anything its size should weigh. What was this magic? Then, feeling it would not be wise to continue holding it, he carefully placed it back into its allotted space on the sword. The blade glowed faintly orange as if giving approval.


  “Shall we do it?” Cosmo asked apprehensively.


  “Yes, there is no reason to wait; not now,” Brackendon said, moving around to the foot of the bed.


  “It seems that not all dragons die the same,” Cosmo said. He stood awkwardly, unsure of what to do.


  “Be careful, Cosmo,” Brackendon warned, raising his staff high overhead. “I’m not sure quite what will happen.”


  ***


  Darnuir was neither asleep nor awake. He hovered between that state of dream and alertness where sounds are muddled and often more violent on the ear. He heard voices near him, enhanced tenfold by his exhaustion. He had managed to open his eyes when the Dragon’s Blade had come crashing through the window and forced itself into his hand. He still felt weak though, and his limbs refused to answer his commands. The pain wasn’t quite as severe after the sword had arrived. Is that all the power it has? Have I desired and dreamed for an empty promise? The sword had done nothing to stop death creeping towards him. He knew he was dying; some instinct told him that.


  The voices stopped, paused, and then he heard something song-like. In his exhaustion, the words were strange and unnerving. A twisted rhythm and rhyme that sounded alien to him. Ethereal lights flooded the room, penetrating his closed eyelids, with colours he had never seen before. He noticed that the chill breeze from the window no longer seemed to reach him. For the first time in his life, Darnuir felt frightened, though he could not reason as to why. He could barely think at all. Everything was instinct and his mind was darkening. His body began to move again; it thrashed around out of his control.


  “Hold him!” a voice cried out. Hands pressed down on his chest but he continued to lash out. The hands left his body and he heard a loud thump from somewhere nearby. More shouting, and the hands returned; this time they felt heavier. His muscles continued to jerk but this time the hands held him in place. He felt his flesh writhe and convulse under his skin. Then he was motionless; everything was still. It was far too still.


  Then came a new sensation. He felt like he was losing himself. Large chunks of his being were vanishing. There was no pain, just sudden emptiness throughout his conscious. Memories erased, leaving blank spaces in their wake. Like a smashed glass, the contents of his mind were flowing from him, and the remaining pieces were jagged and broken.


  He tried to hold onto something, desperately, anything at all. Aurisha under attack; a baby in his arms; running through a hail of arrows; cornered, pain and crying.


  There had been a light but who had made it? A single word came to the forefront of his rapidly decreasing mind. Brackendon!


  His eyes burst open and the otherworldly light flooded his vision. He wanted to cry out but nothing came. His eyes met those of the figure above him. They were silver and held determination. Something about them was distantly recognisable. There was this last thought, and something about the eyes gave him comfort.


  Then, there was nothing.


  Chapter 6


  TIME FLIES


  Part 1: The Early Years


  DARNUIR WAS LYING securely in the curve of an arm. The fabric around him was soft, warm, enveloping. He felt safe. There were noises coming from somewhere nearby.


  “Swear to me, Cosmo,” the voice urged. “Swear you’ll await my return before you move him.”


  “I promise,” a voice said from above him.


  “I will need to see how matters play out in Brevia and amongst the dragons. The sword won’t reactivate for him until he is of age but…”


  The voice from nearby stumbled over its words. A splashing sound followed.


  “You’re weak, Brackendon,” the voice from above said. “You should rest a while. Carrying that sword won’t help.”


  “I only need a small amount of magic to lift it,” the bent over figure said shakily. “Perhaps if I can get it to Val’tarra, I can—” There was a loud, forceful whoosh and something golden flashed by. “No!” the shaken voice said.


  “Brackendon, where is it going?”


  “I do not know…”


  “Brackendon, perhaps you ought to stay now. If the sword has gone then—”


  “No, Cosmo. I must press on regardless; Kasselle and Arkus must be informed.”


  “At least let me give you some supplies and better clothes before setting off.”


  Darnuir swayed rather uncomfortably as the thing holding him swooped down.


  “Thank you, Cosmo. I think that will be necessary, but no one must know I was here.”


  “I’ll be discreet,” the voice from above assured.


  Darnuir must have drifted off to sleep for his eyes sprang open when the thing holding him stopped moving.


  “Wait here, I will signal to you when it is safe to come in,” the voice from above said in a hushed whisper. There was a creek, and the thing carrying him moved forwards, the soft, crunching noise of its steps rapping against something harder underfoot. The air suddenly felt much warmer. Darnuir approved. Another noise approached, a lighter, more hurried tapping.


  “Cosmo? What are you doing here? Oh? Who is this?” The voice was light and motherly. Darnuir felt himself being handed over. He blinked up at the face above him. It was a smiling face with bright eyes, rounded pink cheeks and bouncing brown curls. After a few moments, she drew her eyes from Darnuir and looked up at something above her. “Oh not another one,” she said miserably. “Did the poor woman tell you her name?”


  “No, Grace. I’m afraid she didn’t,” he said solemnly. “It was all she could do to hand him over to me. How she managed to make it as far as she did I’ll never fathom; must have been walking without rest for days.”


  “Well, he’s in safe hands now,” she said in a bubbly fashion, returning to smile at Darnuir.


  “I’ll just check if we have enough sheets for him.” Darnuir was once more transferred from one pair of arms to another. Light footsteps tapped away.


  There was a momentary pause before the deeper voice from above hissed, “Come now. Quickly!” Another face appeared, drained almost entirely of colour but with sparkling eyes. “Head up to the third floor. Second door on the right should be free. Go. I’ll bring you some needle brew.”


  The colourless face hurried silently off.


  “Good news!” rang the motherly voice. “There is space for him along with little Balack and Eve.” The rosy-cheeked face reappeared above him.


  Darnuir found himself passed yet again. He only wanted to sleep.


  “He’ll be in good company then,” the voice from above said. “I’m afraid I’ve caught a chill from outside. I’ll just boil some needle brew myself and run upstairs to change my boots before I head off.”


  “Yes, I’m sure you have celebrations to get back to.” The smiling face with the rosy cheeks began scrunching her lips at Darnuir. She did this a few times, over and over. Suddenly, she stopped. “Oh Cosmo, I think we are running low on the silver pine needles. You’ll see yourself. Could you tell the next party heading out to gather more for us?”


  “I will!”


  
    *** Two Weeks Later ***


    Darnuir gargled at Olive above him. He knew she was Olive, as everyone always made that sound when she was around. Her face was thinner than Grace’s and she did not scrunch her lips at him as much. There was a lot of thudding from above them. Olive peered towards the ceiling, confused. Then the knocking came closer and Olive bustled off towards it, her thin frame disappearing briefly out of sight. The pounding feet grew closer still until a breathless Cosmo appeared over him.

  


  “Are you really so doubtful that we can look after him, Cosmo?” Olive snarled. “You’re here almost every day!”


  “Please, forgive me,” he panted. “You and your sister do fine work. There has been an urgent call to mobilise and retake the lower mountains, and I wanted to say goodbye. Apparently Castallan’s forces have withdrawn almost entirely and we’re going to seize the chance.”


  “Just like that?”


  “It would seem so,” Cosmo began still breathless. “Our scouts report that the demons were already well out of the mountains and heading north. Garon was amongst them and I trust him entirely. We have teams stationed to keep watch over the situation. If the demons suddenly return, we’ll know in plenty of time.”


  
    *** Six Months Later ***


    Darnuir was being held by Grace as Olive changed his bedding. He liked the soft, swaying motions and the warmth from being pressed up against her.

  


  “You would have thought after this much time that we might have heard some news?” Grace asked anxiously.


  “Normally, no news is good news, little sister.”


  “Yes, but for this much time?” Grace said.


  Olive ignored her and busied herself in lugging chunks of wood into the fireplace. “We’ll need more wood soon, Grace. We’re always running low these days.” She stopped to wipe her brow. “You’re not the only one who is worried you know,” she added. “But I don’t think we should be too concerned. If the demons have wiped them all out, then we would have been attacked.”


  “I know,” Grace admitted. “It’s just, I… well…”


  “I know who you are most worried for,” Olive said exasperatedly, swooping down upon one of the crying babies. “There, there, Balack, nothing’s wrong,” she said, cooing. “Were we making too much noise? I’m sorry,” she hummed, rocking him back and forth.


  “I feel safer holding this one than him,” Olive said, nodding at Darnuir in Grace’s arms. “The other day he reached out and squeezed my finger. I didn’t feel it at the time but when I put him back down, my finger was caked in bruises.”


  “Really?” Grace asked, peering fondly down at Darnuir. “You must be stronger than you look,” she said, tapping his noise affectionately. As she did so, Darnuir heard loud cheering coming from outside. The merriment grew louder as though each contributor was bursting with joy.


  “What in the world is going on?” Grace inquired, placing Darnuir back into his cradle. Olive did the same with Balack and both women ran eagerly to the window.


  “It’s them!” Grace squealed. “It’s the hunters, they’re back!”


  Some of the crowd must have entered the lodge for the noise began to seem deafening to Darnuir. He wiggled his head to better see what was happening and wailed loudly to indicate his displeasure.


  “Such a story to tell you both!” one hunter yelled.


  “You cleared out the lower mountains then?” Olive asked, and yelped in surprise as she was lifted into the air.


  “What, over half a year?” another voice asked incredulously. “No, we did much more than that!”


  “What then?” Grace shouted, half-laughing and half-crying with relief as a beaten-looking Cosmo stepped to embrace her.


  “We shouldn’t have to worry about demons for quite some time!” Cosmo announced, releasing a blushing Grace and fighting his way through to Darnuir’s side. His face was haggard; a red line stretched across his withdrawn cheek. A rough beard had sprouted on his dirt-smeared face but his smile and bright green eyes shone as warmly as ever. As he bent lower over Darnuir, he whispered something into his ear. “Well, we certainly bought you some time.”


  
    *** Five Years Later ***


    “Tell me again!” Darnuir demanded, swinging his head from side to side. He was perched on top of Cosmo’s shoulders as the pair sauntered through one of the valleys, not far from town. A ragged and severely beaten-up target dummy was squished under Cosmo’s left arm.

  


  “You’ve heard this story too many times, Darnuir,” he laughed. “I think you should be the one who tells me.”


  “Fine,” Darnuir squeaked enthusiastically. “Basically, you and Garon, and all the other hunters, went down the mountains and they were empty.” He paused to think.


  “A good start, Darnuir. Do carry on.”


  “Well, nobody was there. So you all went out of the mountains to find out what was going on and you met lots of men on horses!”


  “A company of Chevaliers reduced to such lowly terms?” Cosmo teased.


  “And then the men on horses told you that everyone was gathering to fight the demons in the north and then you, erm, you…” Darnuir hesitated, “erm, you went there. And there were fairies and dragons too, and you beat the demons!” he said, concluding his tale on a gusto of joy.


  “I suppose that is a decent enough summary,” Cosmo said. “And what is that battle’s name?”


  “Demons’ Folly!” Darnuir said. “That’s easy to remember.”


  “Well I’m glad of that,” said Cosmo.


  “Cosmo,” Darnuir began, “were there trolls there too?” he asked. “Grace tells us stories about frost trolls and how they have big, pointy teeth and will eat you up!”


  “No, Darnuir,” Cosmo sniggered. “There were no trolls. There are no such things as trolls.”


  “But Grace told us!” Darnuir said. “She tells us stories just like you do. Eve gets scared of frost trolls but I don’t,” he said as fiercely as he could, waving his little, wooden stick in the air.


  “I think Grace tells you about trolls so you will behave,” Cosmo said. “You do behave with Grace and Olive, don’t you? Remember, I won’t take you out to practice if you are naughty.”


  “I know,” Darnuir said glumly.


  They continued their leisurely pace through the valley until the ancient trees on the mountainside offered some variance to the otherwise white landscape. As Cold Point poked itself over the horizon, Darnuir saw Grace and Garon awaiting their arrival at the town gates. Garon marched out to meet them.


  “Cosmo, Captain Tael has requested your presence to help organise the reinforcements,” Garon informed him briskly.


  “When did they arrive?” Cosmo asked, putting Darnuir back down on his feet. Darnuir hurried to wrap himself around Garon’s leg, as was his custom.


  “Earlier today, while you were training with Darnuir,” Garon said. He shook Darnuir playfully and winked at him. “They say their journey was demon-free.”


  “Thank you, Garon. Wait here for me while I return this one.” Cosmo pulled Darnuir off Garon and scooped up his hand, leading him over to Grace. She did not come to meet them but stood coyly, twirling the ends of her hair deliberately around her fingertips. As they drew closer, Darnuir rushed forward and hugged her.


  “Hello Darnuir,” she said, picking him up and kissing him on the cheek. “Did Cosmo have you whacking things again?”


  Darnuir grinned.


  “One little handful back, he’s all yours,” Cosmo said, stopping so close to Grace that Darnuir was the only thing between them.


  “Thank you Cosmo, although I do wish you would let Balack go as well. He gets terribly upset when Darnuir isn’t around.”


  Cosmo put his hand upon her free shoulder. “Very well. Next time, I’ll take both of them.” And then he leaned closer to Grace and whispered something into her ear that Darnuir could not hear. The two drew apart and Cosmo walked back off to join Garon. Grace spun on the spot and strolled off into town with Darnuir, humming under her breath.


  
    *** Four Years Later ***


    Darnuir sparred against Balack with their training swords in the yard of the lodge. The weapons were new and thus deserved a proper bashing. The boys were joined by Eve, who sat on the steps leading to the backdoor. The yard was tightly rammed between the buildings on either side. A thin layer of snow had melted under the first warmer rays of summer and a few determined knots of grass could be seen. Today, there was the addition of a dismantled chair, which owed its destruction to Darnuir. How he had managed this just by kicking it was a mystery, even to himself. Darnuir, mud-stained from head to toe, jabbed at Balack. His auburn-haired friend, equally muddy, was giving him no quarter.

  


  “I want to play too!” Eve piped up from the stairway.


  “You don’t have a sword,” Darnuir jeered at her as he slammed his own into Balack’s side. Balack buckled for a moment then pulled himself upright.


  “She could use one of those broken chair legs,” Balack gasped, clutching his side. He ran over to pick one up and delivered the makeshift weapon to Eve.


  “Thank you, Balack,” she said very pointedly, keeping her gaze on Darnuir. “I think we should team up on Darnuir, don’t you?”


  “If you think so—” Balack began, but Eve did not wait for an answer. She bounded over to Darnuir, waving the chair leg violently in front of him. Darnuir blocked her first strike easily and Balack stood awkwardly.


  Darnuir had his hands full with Eve but her savage blows were soon undermined by her clumsy footwork. She stumbled, fell and, on her way down, Darnuir was able to knock the piece of wood out of her hand.


  “Ha!” he cried triumphantly. “Do you yiel—”


  Balack took him by surprise as he slammed into him. The pair tumbled onto the rest of the broken chair and the sodden ground.


  “Darnuir,” Eve squealed, “you’re bleeding!”


  Darnuir sat up and put his hand to his head. Upon retracting it, he found a warm red patch on his palm.


  Balack looked horrified. “I’m sorry, I d-didn’t mean too…” he stammered.


  Eve shoved her would-be teammate aside to reach Darnuir, gruffly saying, “move” as she did so. “Oooh, it looks bad!” She produced a clean handkerchief and pressed it against Darnuir’s head.


  “I’m fine,” Darnuir told them, “it’s just a scratch.”


  “I’ll be the judge of that,” another voice said sternly from the doorway. Olive was standing there, looking harassed. “Now come inside all of you. It’s bad enough that Grace ran off all day with Cosmo, the last thing I need is a head injury.” Following her lead, the three of them trooped back across the yard.


  
    *** Two Years Later ***


    “Cosmo, why was Grace angry with you?” Darnuir asked, tugging at Cosmo’s padded leather arm. His free hand remained close to their campfire for warmth.

  


  “She’s just worried about you three, that’s all,” Cosmo said. “She’s afraid a wild animal might come and bite you.”


  “But you said there aren’t any bears this close to town?” Eve said, a tinge of fear in her voice.


  “Or wolves?” Balack asked hopefully.


  “Oh, none of them,” said Garon. “But there are big mountain cats with teeth the size of your arm and—”


  Eve gasped, clasping a hand over her mouth.


  “Thanks for that, Garon,” Cosmo said. “I’m certain we are quite safe here, Eve. We’re only thirty minutes from the gates of Cold Point. You all want to be hunters one day, right? Well you need to get used to camping out in the snow.”


  “I imagine Grace is also afraid you’ll get a nasty scar a week before your wedding,” Garon added.


  “Occupational hazard,” Cosmo said, raising his skin of ale for a good glug.


  “I’m getting too cold,” Eve shivered. She pulled her thick fur cloak around her.


  Darnuir flexed his fingers over their slowly dying fire, pretending he was not in any discomfort. His teeth betrayed him by shuddering.


  “Well then,” Cosmo announced, “another aspect of camp life is collecting wood for the fire. I felled a tree a little ways back.” He pointed into the darkness behind their campsite. “Darnuir, why don’t you go get some for us? Balack and Eve, you two can learn from Garon how to set up our cookpot.”


  “I hope one of you is a more natural chef than I am,” Garon said, opening one of his larger knapsacks and rummaging around.


  Darnuir got up hesitantly and faced the night. Light, falling snow further obscured the way ahead, but he was used to such conditions. He walked away from their camp.


  “Remember, it really isn’t far,” Cosmo said.


  It wasn’t long before Darnuir could no longer hear the others. His breath steamed in the chill air and his feet sunk a little into the snow beneath. He stumbled onto the fallen tree long before he saw it, stubbing his toe. Groaning, he bent to pick up the first small branch, then another. Soon, he had a nice pile between his arms.


  A powerful gust of wind whipped through the valley, catching him by surprise and sending him sliding to the ground.


  Darnuir got to his feet, grumbling at his scattered branches. As he was setting about picking them back up, he heard another pair of feet crunch through the snow.


  “Eve? What are you doing here?” he asked when he saw her.


  “The wind blew out our fire,” Eve said, her breath fogging the air around her. “Cosmo asked one of us to collect more wood.”


  They both set about their task. It was harder than it ought to have been, for their heavy furs weighed them down. He even heard Eve breathing hard nearby.


  “Are you alright?” Darnuir asked.


  “Yes,” Eve said confused, “I’m fine. Why?”


  “I can hear you out of breath,” Darnuir said. “If you want to head back then—”


  “I thought that was you…” she said.


  The snow crunched from somewhere in the darkness.


  “Balack?” Darnuir asked. No one answered, but the heavy breathing returned, increasing to a pant. He took a few steps back, dropping his new pile of wood in favour of holding the largest branch he could in two hands. His heart forgot to beat. He nearly screamed when Eve drew up beside him.


  “We have to go back,” she whispered.


  “If we run, we’ll only make it worse,” Darnuir said.


  They backed away as quietly as they could. The heavy feet drew closer, the panting became a heave.


  “Come on,” Eve said jerking at his arm. She began to run.


  Darnuir turned just in time to see the white wolf bound out of the darkness at her. Eve screamed and fell as it padded up to her, sniffing at the air. It didn’t seem as big as it ought to but it would easily overpower them. It opened its jaws wide.


  “No!” Darnuir shouted, leaping over to Eve and clubbing wildly with his branch. The wolf let loose a squeal, snapping at the wood. Eve got up and ran off. The wolf bit into Darnuir’s makeshift weapon and yanked on it hard. Darnuir pulled back and found he somehow won the contest, falling back with the force of his own heave. It only made matters worse.


  The wolf was pulled closer to him and he lost a grip on the branch. The animal’s tongue stuck out greedily as it closed the gap. Darnuir cried out, shutting his eyes, not wanting to see the wolf sink its teeth into him. Fat tears welled at his eyes; his heart worked so fast, it would surely burst.


  The panting was right above him. He could feel the beast’s hot breath on his face. Then there was a thump, a muffled grunt, the sound of steel being unsheathed and a yelp of pain. Silence reigned for a long second.


  “Darnuir,” Cosmo said, “are you hurt?” Large hands brought Darnuir to a sitting position and felt around his body for injury.


  “I’m fine,” Darnuir sobbed, finally opening his eyes. “Eve. Where is—”


  “She’s back with Garon. She’s safe,” Cosmo said. “I doubt there are more. That looked like a pup. Must have been alone and starving to venture this close to Cold Point. Poor thing.”


  Darnuir shook violently, though it could not be from the cold. He was not cold; in fact, he could feel the sweat upon his face. He rocked uncontrollably and Cosmo wrapped his arms around him. “I’m sorry…” he wailed.


  “Sorry?” Cosmo said. “Whatever for?”


  “I didn’t know what to do,” Darnuir said. “I was too afraid.” He continued to cry, pressing his face into Cosmo’s furs.


  “Shhhh,” Cosmo said, holding him tight. “It’s okay to be afraid. It’s only,” he paused, “well, it’s only human.”


  
    *** Three Years Later ***


    Darnuir, Eve and Balack joined Grace in a teary farewell to Olive as they awaited her hunter escort down to Farlen.

  


  “Are you sure?” Grace asked her for perhaps the hundredth time that morning alone.


  “Absolutely,” she reassured her sister. “It’s time I moved on. I’ve got a position working for Lord Boreac himself. I’ll find a new life in Brevia.”


  “You have one here!” Grace reminded her.


  Olive took her hands. “I’m not really needed anymore. Things are stable again; the children are all moving on to the hunters soon and you have Cosmo.” She choked a little on her words. “I’ll send word when I reach the city. Maybe one day you will come visit me?” Her tone was optimistic but they all knew that was unlikely to occur anytime soon. Cosmo held some major grievances against the capital, and it would take a great deal of convincing to get him to travel there. Grace sobbed in agreement with Olive’s request while the two embraced in a long hug. As they parted, a band of hunters came into sight. Garon was leading them and this was to be his command. He would see Olive safe out of the Boreac Mountains, where she would join other travellers and link up with hunters from the Southern Dales to take them further north towards the Crown Lands.


  Olive gave them all one last kiss on the cheek.


  Darnuir found it hard to decide what she meant to him. Neither of the two women were quite like mothers to them, for they had spread their care over many charges. Yet over the years, the older children had been taken in by the hunters and, one by one, it was just the three of them left. Their family was an unusual one, but a family nonetheless. Unlike Eve, Darnuir resisted crying, although he felt that familiar hot and prickly sensation play on the tip of his nose. They stood silently and watched as Olive walked off with the hunters, disappearing from their lives.


  
    *** Six Months Later ***


    Darnuir crept carefully forwards. Balack and Eve were right behind him as they approached the hunter station. Their three-day journey down from Cold Point was almost at an end, though the station could only be accessed by a narrow road high above the town of Ascent. When the station drew in sight, it seemed to teeter upon the mountainside. Yet the building was quite sturdy and the most elaborate construction within the whole range. The bulk of the station was stone rather than wood, with slated and angled roofs to direct the snow downwards. Three semi-circular observation decks stretched out like enormous balconies, granting unimpeded views of the Boreac Mountains. Nestled high above the valley where the town of Ascent lay, legend told it was once the site of a dragon nest in ages past. Darnuir cared little whether this was true or not. It certainly seemed high and remote enough to have been the nest of some enormous creature. He risked a glance down to the valley below. Ascent seemed miniscule in the distance, as did the crystalline body of water near it, a cold turquoise in colour.

  


  At fifteen years old, Darnuir, Balack and Eve could now formally join the hunters. Darnuir and Balack were already well advanced in their martial skills, thanks to Cosmo and Garon. Eve was lousy with a sword and bow, so opted to follow Grace in becoming a healer instead. As they drew up to the station’s entrance, Darnuir took note of the heaviness of the gate, the trapdoor above it, and the numerous slits in the front wall from arrow fire.


  The familiar face of Cosmo greeted them as they entered, and he took them straight to Captain Tael in the main hall. Other than themselves, Cosmo and Tael, the hall was empty. The braziers that lined the hall were lit to provide warmth high in the mountain cold and, at the top, the Captain stood in front of a wall adorned by the stuffed heads of their largest kills. The head of the largest brown bear Darnuir had ever seen was mounted there, its paws alongside it, outstretched as if welcoming them all to a dinner of which they were the main course. The three would-be recruits formed a little row before the Captain, and Cosmo went to take his place on Tael’s right.


  Captain Tael was by no means an aged man but he was the eldest of all the hunters. He was a short man, in no way aided by a wound suffered to his right leg, leaving him reliant upon a sturdy walking stick. The colour was fast draining from his thick beard and thinning hair, but his eyes and demeanour were of a kindly nature.


  “It is a particular delight to bring you three into our ranks this day,” Tael said. “Through Cosmo and Garon, I feel like I already know you all and, I must say, I expect great things.”


  Darnuir grinned at Eve and Balack, feeling proud.


  “Yet do not think you shall receive an easier time here,” Tael continued. “Becoming a fully-trained hunter is no easy feat. You will learn not only to fight but how to track, how to build homes, how to make the most of the animals you slay; for we are not mere butchers here. You must learn discipline, you must learn how to cope with hard living, and you must, above all, learn compassion for both beast and man. Perhaps you may even come to know yourselves—”


  “Apologies, Captain,” a deep voice said from a side door, interrupting Tael’s well-rehearsed speech, “Garon has just returned from patrol in the lower hills. He claims they have encountered demons.” The hunter was rather tall, with broad shoulders, cropped hair and a crooked nose.


  Tael swallowed hard and then quickly looked from Cosmo to the other man.


  “Thank you, Rufus,” Tael said. “Is anyone injured?”


  “Garon has a nasty cut,” Rufus said. “He went straight to the healers, else he would have delivered the message to you personally. His patrol was taken by surprise but thankfully there were no deaths.” Darnuir, Eve and Balack exchanged nervous looks.


  Darnuir’s heart quickened. What could this mean?


  “Cosmo…” Tael began.


  “I’ll go immediately,” Cosmo said.


  “Take a group of our finest,” Tael instructed. “We have to know the extent of this. Take Griswald too, in case things get troublesome.”


  “I’m sorry,” Cosmo said to the three would-be recruits. “I will see you when I return. Rufus, with me?”


  “Of course,” Rufus said, and the two men hurried off.


  
    *** One Year Later ***


    Darnuir and Balack were standing in awkward star shapes beside their beds in the barracks. This allowed Grace and Eve to attach pieces of white and grey leather around them with precision. The garments looked patchy and ragged now but, when finished, the boys would have their first set of hunter armour; layered for warmth and reinforced at the shoulders, forearms and chest. Of course, it was incapable of deflecting an arrow or halting a piercing blade, but would cushion bludgeoning hits and allowed complete freedom of movement. After a year of training, they would soon be sent out on their first patrols.

  


  “Try not to fidget so much, Balack,” Eve requested, as she delicately angled her pin.


  “Sorry,” he grumbled, his eyes following Eve’s every move.


  The women continued their work but Grace increasingly hid her face from Darnuir. Once completed, she stood back to check if everything was in order. She was crying.


  “Grace, what is wrong?” he asked.


  “It’s just, well, oh, it doesn’t matter,” she sobbed. Eve moved quietly over to her and took her hand.


  “Grace?” she inquired in her most gentle tone.


  “I’m fine, dear,” Grace began in the saddest voice Darnuir had ever heard her utter. “It’s just, when I was your age, Eve, I must have helped dozens of them prepare like this. Many never came back. Then Castallan turned on us and the lower towns were destroyed one by one, and all those poor, torn families – their fathers, brothers, sisters or children – all dead. I just… it just…”


  “Three demon encounters in a year isn’t much,” Darnuir said. “It is not like before.”


  Grace snapped her head back up. “And how long will this last? Hmmm? Do you think all this bliss will just carry on?” She swept out of the room, leaving the three of them in a nervous silence.


  What might lie ahead finally dawned on Darnuir. He had never seen a demon before, let alone fought one. Eve stood frozen, her hand still out-stretched as if it still contained Grace’s. Balack was stony-faced. A second passed, which felt like an hour, before Eve rounded on the two of them.


  “One of you could get hurt,” she said dramatically. “One of you might get hurt or worse. Promise me,” she exclaimed, “promise me that you won’t get hurt.”


  It was an impossible promise but Darnuir nodded all the same. He and Balack moved towards Eve and they embraced as a group.


  “Eve, don’t worry,” Balack told her, “we will only ever be out on large patrols at first. The demons won’t attack a large group, at least they haven’t yet. And they won’t put us deliberately into combat for a few years.”


  “Don’t be so naïve,” she sniffled. “If the war did break out again, they would use everyone they have.”


  “But until that day, we will be fine,” Balack said.


  “That’s just it though,” Eve said, looking Balack straight in the eye, “it will come. It has to. We all know it. We’ve just been trying to forget.” As Eve placed her tear-ridden face on Darnuir’s shoulder, he noticed Balack’s mouth twitch and his eyes harden.


  Chapter 6


  TIME FLIES


  Part 2: A Prelude To War


  *** Three Years Later ***


  AN ARROW WHIRRED past Darnuir’s shoulder as he finished a pendulum swing against the opposing demon. After dispatching his adversary, he crouched as the momentum carried him forward, before delivering an upward cut to the next foe. The subsequent demon to attack him caught him slightly off-guard and deflected Darnuir’s sword. It raised its barbed blade, rusted and cruel, then dropped it suddenly when an arrow stuck the creature through the neck. Darnuir spun and saw Balack off to his right, drawing a fresh arrow as he nodded to him. Blessing Balack’s incredible accuracy, Darnuir gathered himself and assessed the situation.


  Of the thirty hunters that had set off from Farlen two days ago, perhaps twenty remained. The youngest recruits had suffered hardest. Demons had ambushed them in an area they thought would be safe.


  “Reform!” Garon screamed at the top of his lungs. “Regroup!”


  Obediently, the surviving hunters clustered around him. Those with bows dispatched the remaining demons and the skirmish ended with the last twang of a bowstring.


  “Stay alert,” Garon told them, “there will be more.”


  “How do you know that?” a recruit squeaked in fear.


  “That was too small a group to be ranging without spectre control,” Garon answered. “And if there are no spectres with them then stay alert at any rate. Without spectres, they are unpredictable.”


  Darnuir darted his eyes around the vicinity, his heart missing a beat at the faintest sign of movement: a bush rustling in the breeze, a small stone rolling off the mountainside, the shadow of a tree swaying against the rock.


  “Garon?” Darnuir murmured. “Over there, is that shadow writhing?”


  “Let me see,” Garon said pushing his way through their ranks, his bow drawn. “Yes, I fear it is a spectre. Keep me covered until I say so.” The rest of the men complied and kept tightly packed, hiding Garon from view. “Balack? With me. Are you ready?”


  Balack nodded and notched an arrow.


  “Now!” Garon ordered in a fierce whisper.


  The men split, Garon and Balack rose, took aim and fired at the peculiar shadow. Moments before the arrows hit their mark, four large creatures leaped forth from the bulging shadow. As tall as men, with flickering fire on their head for hair, and bodies composed of a swirling, dark substance, so thick that it might have been flesh, spectres were the demons Darnuir feared most. Spectral demons, better known as spectres, were stronger, smarter and far better fighters than regular demons. They could also merge themselves into shadows and move along them at will, vanishing and reappearing, even in the midst of battle. Common demons could not do this and seemed to lack sense. They were wild without spectres to guide them.


  Of the spectres who had just sprung from the shadow of the tree, the straggler of the group was caught by one of the arrows. The remaining three spectres glanced quickly around for another shadow to escape to. Finding none, they stood still, seemingly accepting their fate. By then, Darnuir and the rest were on them. His first strike met only air as the spectre vanished before his eyes. Somewhere behind, he heard a death scream. Whirling around, he saw the same spectre he had just tried to kill cutting down one hunter, then another, before the other hunters descended upon it to avenge their fallen comrades.


  “Spread out!” Garon cried. “Don’t let our shadows touch or they will travel between us!”


  Hastily, they spread out, and the remaining spectres found themselves trapped without any escape routes. Arrows were loosed, cutting down the furthest spectre and forcing its last comrade to dive wildly to avoid the projectiles. It must have found a shadow in a crack in the mountainside, for it seemed to disappear entirely.


  Garon thrust his hand out to tell them all to stay back and went alone to the point where the spectre had disappeared. After a quick examination, Garon stabbed into a measly-sized spot, surely too small for even a bug to hide. His sword seemed to do the impossible by entering the rock itself. When he withdrew it, the body of the slain spectre was dragged out with it, its smoking blood dancing around Garon.


  
    *** Five Months Later ***


    What had begun as a peaceful day was now a snowstorm; an unusual occurrence in the town of Farlen, as it was at one of the lowest lying areas of the Boreac Mountains. Save for a few feet, nothing of the outside world was visible from within Farlen’s inn. Darnuir had gathered there, along with many of the hunters, anxiously awaiting word from Brevia. Messengers had been sent to the Cairlav Marshes, the Southern Dales, the Crown Lands, and the master station at Brevia itself, requesting information and aid. Skirmishes were regular events now, with perhaps one in every three patrols meeting demons. Their bands had also steadily increased in size, which only meant more hunter casualties. The people of the lower Boreac Mountains had been told to seek refuge in Farlen until the situation improved. Outlying farms and lumber mills were too vulnerable and many had already been raided.

  


  “I think I’ll get another one,” Balack said, as he finished sipping his ale and carefully put the tankard down. “Does anyone else want one?” he added as he got to his feet.


  “Just needle brew, if there is any,” Darnuir said.


  “Doubt it,” said Garon. “Hard thing to harvest when demons are likely lurking up the same tree.”


  “Then nothing, thanks Balack,” Darnuir said. Ale always seemed to go straight to his head. The term ‘light-weight’ had been bandied about.


  “Cosmo?” Balack asked, though it was more of a courtesy. Two empty tankards already lay before him and he clearly had a thirst today.


  “Err, yes,” Cosmo said absentmindedly before he slipped back into whatever pensive state he had been in.


  “Cosmo, are you alright?” Darnuir asked.


  “Let him stew,” Garon said. “Likely marital troubles,” giving a wince at the thought. “Not for me, I tell you. Why settle for one arrow in the quiver?”


  Darnuir laughed quietly and said, “Not all men are like you, Garon. Your reputation with the ladies is unrivalled. Stopping by some farm, mill or smaller village, and, by all accounts, going out of your way to help—”


  “So what?” Garon said. “I can’t help it if the girls are grateful. Who am I to deny their thanks?”


  “Try telling that to Balack,” Darnuir said.


  “He wants what he wants,” said Garon. “Some people are just like that, like our mute here.” He nodded at Cosmo. “But you, lad. What do you want?”


  “To be Captain,” Darnuir said without hesitation.


  “That’s not what I meant,” Garon said wryly.


  “I know,” Darnuir said. “But in that respect, there is nothing I want.” It was the truth. Sword and battle lured him more. Something in him itched to get back out there.


  “Fancy yourself as a leader?” Garon said, as if holding onto some secret knowledge.


  “One day. I quite like the idea of being in charge.”


  “Well you’re in good company then. He’ll be captain after Tael, even if he doesn’t want it,” said Garon, nodding at Cosmo. “Stick around and I’m sure he’ll hand it over to you as soon as he can.” He spoke as if Cosmo was not there.


  Balack returned, thudding their drinks on the table. Cosmo reached silently for his and took a good, long draught.


  “Grace is pregnant,” Cosmo said flatly, as if the prospect held no joy in it at all. Garon gave another pained, little wince.


  “Congratulations?” Balack said.


  “It’s a terrible time for it,” Cosmo said.


  “Better than open war,” Darnuir said. “Better than twenty years ago. Will there ever be a good time?”


  “If war comes when the child is still a babe, Grace will need so much help,” Cosmo said.


  “We don’t know that it will,” Garon said. Cosmo mumbled something incoherently as he returned to his drink. Upon resurfacing, Darnuir saw he had the look of one preparing to reveal ill news. Garon must have seen it too. “You wouldn’t abandon us, would you?”


  “Not permanently, no,” Cosmo admitted.


  “But we’ll need you,” Darnuir insisted. “Few are more experienced or skilled than you.”


  “There are plenty of fine fighters,” Cosmo said.


  “But few leaders,” Darnuir said. “Who else am I to learn from?”


  Cosmo’s eyes fell upon Garon.


  “Me?” Garon said, astonished. “Come now, Cosmo. There are plenty of your own generation who would be better suited.”


  Cosmo smiled. “In any case, Tael is your captain. And I believe I see him waving me over, excuse me. Come Garon.”


  Darnuir felt a twang of jealousy as Garon left with Cosmo. He was always included in important matters. Garon was his real protégé. So what does that make me?


  “So, heard from Eve recently?” Balack asked, leaning forward in his chair.


  “Not by letter. The last time I spoke to her was our check-in at the station last month,” Darnuir said.


  “I just received a letter today,” Balack said smugly. “Apparently Harris ‘approached’ her last week when his patrol went to check in.”


  “Oh, did he now?” Darnuir said, intrigued.


  “Yes, he did. She turned him down though,” Balack said, barely concealing a smirk. “Told him there was ‘someone else’.”


  “Poor Harris. He must have been rather brave to be so forward with her,” Darnuir said pointedly. Balack did a double-take.


  “Well, I admire his courage but it was always going to be a futile attempt.”


  “Was it?” Darnuir asked, toying with him.


  “Oh come on now! Eve is, well, you know Eve, and Harris is just, well, he is just Harris, isn’t he?”


  “A masterful argument as always,” Darnuir said. He flicked his finger against one of Cosmo’s empty tankards to give him something to do.


  “If you are going to be difficult, I’ll change topic,” Balack grumped.


  “No, I don’t think we should change topic,” Darnuir said as calmly as he could, trying to avoid arousing anger. “I think we should have it all out now because it’s obvious you want to discuss it. Why else bring it up?”


  “What are you talking about, Darnuir?”


  “Eve,” said Darnuir. “How you are in love with her. How you always have been.”


  Balack choked on his drink and spluttered back into the conversation. “How did you—”


  “I’m not blind, Balack,” Darnuir said in a strained voice. “Nor am I senseless in any other respect. And don’t try and pretend like we haven’t had this exact same conversation in the past.”


  “But we haven’t!” Balack exclaimed under his breath. Darnuir just held his gaze. “Why are you so insistent I do something about it?” Balack bemoaned.


  “Because if you don’t tell her soon, it is evident that others will, and she might just respond in kind to one of them.”


  “A few demons harass us and suddenly everyone is making hasty decisions,” Balack said.


  “The threat of war is doing that,” Darnuir said, rather more seriously.


  “We don’t know that yet,” Balack said, “we just don’t. Besides, even if war does break out, we are hardly a priority target for Castallan.”


  “Maybe not but we will be an easy one,” Darnuir reminded him. “The Boreacs lie so close to the Bastion and a few hundred hunters will not last for long against a large force.”


  “Even so, we are no threat to his flank and he would be dealing with our actual armies – surely?”


  A thunderous bang ended all conversation and drew all eyes. The doors to the inn swung violently open in the howling wind, whipping in the snow along with it. Three hunters and two huntresses stood exhausted in the doorway, carrying something that was clearly a body, wrapped up in one of their cloaks. Darnuir was not familiar with any of them. They dragged themselves inside and stood there until another hunter thought it best to shut the doors behind them. Captain Tael was the first to break the silence. Despite his age and injuries, he determinedly rose and spoke with a voice of authority.


  “If the news is ill then be out with it, Ava.”


  “Sir,” the closest huntress began, “we arrived at the check-point where poor Aelfric and his team should have met us, only to find his head mounted…” Her voice cracked a little. “His body was some way away. There was no sign of the others.”


  “Mounted on what?” someone asked. “Demons don’t have pikes or spears.”


  “They stuck his sword into the earth and then rammed his head onto the hilt,” Ava said.


  A few seconds of mournful silence took over the men.


  “They are getting too confident,” Tael commented, appearing unfazed. “I want patrol groups doubled in size from now on.”


  “Captain,” Ava continued, “this was crammed into Aelfric’s mouth.” She held up a piece of remarkably grubby paper with a slanted scrawl upon it. “It only has your name on it, sir.”


  “What trickery is that warlock playing on us?” Tael asked aloud. “Was there anything else?”


  “No, sir. Nothing at all.”


  “Very well then, bring me this message.”


  As soon as Tael took the letter into his hand, Darnuir felt a strange sensation of going deaf. He was not the only one, for all gathered in the room hastily turned to each other and some grabbed their ears in alarm. Darnuir tried to lip-read what Balack was saying but couldn’t make him out. As suddenly as it had occurred, the deafness vanished and was replaced by a deep, assured voice that carried an air of theatricality. It seemed to ring throughout the whole tavern but also from right beside Darnuir, and from inside his head all at once. It was intrusive. It was unnerving.


  “To all who would stand against me, I bid that you halt your hopeless thoughts.” Darnuir shifted uneasily in his seat, his mood swiftly turning to despair. “For too long have my desires gone unheeded.”


  The voice is right, Darnuir thought. It is hopeless. Why even try?


  “But the time of peace is over,” the voice went on. “Capitulate and you shall live. Join me and step into a new age for humanity. Fight, however, and you will see no end to my forces, no end to my determination. Fight me and you shall die.”


  No hope. No hope. No hope. He could not think otherwise.


  “I send this message to all the provinces of men, to whom I offer the hand of friendship. Why fight for the fairies that look down on you, or the dragons who have long abandoned you. Lay down your weapons and my hand shall be extended to you. Resist, and I shall retract my hand forever.”


  No one was quick to stir and the deadly stillness within the tavern remained unbroken for a long minute. Those few who moved were slow and lethargic, as if their joints were thawing out from a freeze.


  “Some things never change,” Tael said. “For those of you too young to remember the last war, Castallan sent a similar message. Enchanted words to make us all feel our worst. The only difference this time is his ploy about the ‘hand of mercy’; well, I for one believe none of it!” His casual brushing aside of Castallan’s intrusion did not seem to reassure everyone. Darnuir, for one, still had the uncanny feeling of depression and nausea.


  “Cosmo!” Tael commanded.


  “Yes, Captain?” Cosmo replied.


  “I know you do not want this but I see no one else as qualified or respected in our ranks,” and he looked very hard at Cosmo, almost imploringly. “I require you to take my place as captain while I travel to Brevia for reinforcements. If there is to be war, the Boreacs will need more men.”


  “Sir…” Cosmo began, his face grave, “I understand.”


  
    *** Three Months Later ***


    Darnuir and Eve were out on one of the station’s observation platforms. The lack of wind and snow made for a clear picture of the landscape and Ascent seemed oddly close. Eve was in her hunter’s garb. Though she was not trained for combat, it was still required uniform.

  


  “What do you mean Tael is dead?” she asked.


  “I know it is hard to stomach but it’s true,” Darnuir said. “Our new captain is called Scythe. He is overseeing the defence of Farlen.”


  “But when?” Eve moaned. “How?”


  “The details are fuzzy,” Darnuir said. “Tael made it to Brevia but it seems he must have passed away not long after arriving. Perhaps the journey took it out of him. He was getting on.”


  “He wasn’t so old that he couldn’t travel,” Eve said. “And aside from his leg, he was fit enough.”


  “You know as much as I do,” Darnuir said, throwing his hands up. “Scythe turned up with some three hundred reinforcements about two weeks ago, with a decree from the master station conferring him as Captain. Lord Boreac himself nominated the man.”


  “Lord Boreac is a dithering oaf who hasn’t visited these mountains since I had pigtails,” Eve said. “What does he know? What do any of them know in Brevia? What about Cosmo?”


  “Cosmo was more than willing to step aside,” Darnuir said. “He was relieved if truth be told. You know he never wanted the command.”


  “You don’t sound thrilled by the situation.”


  “I don’t know Scythe well enough to feel anything towards him,” Darnuir said. “He’s been doing a fine job though and he has been quick to get to know us. He leads from the front and is one of the best swordsmen I’ve seen.”


  “Better than you?” Eve asked with a little laugh.


  He shrugged. “Maybe one day we can put that to the test.”


  “I’ll have my stitching needles and bandages ready,” she teased. “Can’t let you bleed to death.” She rapped him on the shoulder when he did not respond. “Don’t be so sour!” She had come closer in an effort to hit him and did not move back afterwards. Her proximity made Darnuir a little uncomfortable.


  “Have you heard from Balack?” he asked.


  “I got a letter three days ago but he always writes,” she said off-hand.


  “Anything interesting?” he asked.


  “Nothing out of the ordinary, well at least for these times. Why? Should there be something ‘interesting’?” There was the faintest hint of suspicion to her tone.


  Darnuir was disappointed. His hopes for Balack seemed poorly placed. He’d better do it soon. Our time back at the station is becoming ever more limited.


  “No news is good news,” Darnuir said by way of answer. “I just haven’t seen him of late. Our patrols rarely cross paths.”


  She didn’t seem to pay much attention to his answer. Her hand had somehow fallen lightly upon his own. He grew tense at her touch.


  “I just want you to be safe,” she said. “Both of you, I mean. Of course both of you.” Unsure of what to say, he carefully extracted his hand and gently patted hers, staring determinedly out at the valley below.


  
    *** One Month Later ***


    Farlen was on fire. Darnuir watched the town burn at some distance and brushed away the stinging liquid streaming into his eyes; a mixture of sweat, so intense was the heat, and snow melting into rain on its downward journey.

  


  “Darnuir, move it!” Scythe called to him. “I said move,” the Captain demanded, appearing suddenly at his side and hauling him away by the shoulder.


  Darnuir shrugged him off, turning bitterly from the site of their failure. Scythe was sporting a nasty cut to his cheek but otherwise looked unharmed. His tall, sinewy frame and thin face was made even starker in the flickering shadows of the fire. Though he appeared gaunt, Scythe was far stronger than his frame and forty-five years suggested. He was a brilliant swordsman and marksman. Darnuir had seen him make a nigh on impossible shot during the recent battle alone. Thinning, oak-coloured hair receded up his forehead and his nose was sharp, as if worked by a whetstone.


  The pair joined the remaining hunters, retreating up one of the small passageways between the rocks. Cosmo had ordered all the main routes to be blocked long ago. Darnuir saw Balack waiting for him up ahead, leaning breathless against one of the rare evergreen trees that had turned silver. The thought of needle brew warmed Darnuir’s spirits as he trudged towards it. Balack was sporting the gore of battle but thankfully, he seemed to have avoided injury. His quiver now contained only a handful of arrows. Scythe proceeded past them as they embraced then returned to their solemn march higher into the mountains.


  No one spoke. Not for hours.


  
    *** Two Months Later ***


    Ascent braced itself for attack. The demons had been fighting through the few open paths that remained for weeks. The hunters had been laying traps and ambushes but no matter how many demons they killed, more continued to come. Their numbers seemed limitless, as if there was a constant flow of reinforcements, which was surely out of all proportion to the importance of the Boreac Mountains. Nobody understood it. Despite their relatively small casualties, the relentless drive of the demons was taking its toll on their morale. However, even with Cosmo’s, Garon’s and Scythe’s excellent on-site decisions, the Hunters of the Boreac Mountains were slowly bleeding men and women. One hundred had already perished, meaning their force now stood at seven hundred. If the hunters were to be caught in an open sword fight, the sheer number of demons would certainly overwhelm them. This worry was shared throughout the ranks. If Ascent fell then the resources and haven of the station would be cut off from Cold Point.

  


  When battle inevitably came, Balack and Darnuir stood side by side, picking off what demons they could with their bows from their vantage point on a high ledge above the column of demons below. The two friends were on this ledge alone, though other pairs of hunters were dotted on similar heights above the massing demons. In the darkness, they were virtually undetectable, and Darnuir was not worried by spectre attacks, for there were no shadows cast near them. The mere fact that it was dark did not allow them to turn incorporeal and move in that fashion. Spectres seemed to require a true shadow to meld into. The demons below seemed unconcerned about the arrows being rained upon them. They just gathered in the passage, waiting for the demons up ahead to break down the gates, and paid little attention to their surroundings. A screech like daggers on rock came from close to the town, and all at once, the demons began to surge forwards.


  “The gates must have fallen,” Darnuir said in alarm. The clank of metal and the roar of battle raged off in the distance.


  “Our men will be overcome, Darnuir!” Balack shouted over the shrieking of the demons.


  “We can’t help them by returning; two more swords won’t help!” Darnuir yelled back.


  “Then what do we do?”


  “I don’t know!” Darnuir wailed, his voice cracking. He wheeled around, looking helplessly for a solution.


  “There!” Balack shouted, pointing to a large boulder, situated precariously on the ledge. “Block the path with that!”


  “We tried moving that before, remember?”


  “No we didn’t!” Balack yelled, and positively shoved him along the rocky ledge. “It was Griswald and Garon who tried to move it.”


  “If Griswald can’t nudge it then neither will we!” Darnuir screamed back over the din. “It’s an enormous hunk of rock!”


  “We have to try, don’t we?” Balack told him, and ran to hack at a thick branch on a nearby tree. Darnuir aided him in his attempt to find a lever. Once they obtained a sizeable branch, they thrust it in under a small crack in the boulder’s underside and pressed down on the end of the wood with all their might. Nothing happened.


  “Come on!” Balack bellowed.


  “I’m giving it all I’ve got,” Darnuir assured him, but still the thing would not budge.


  “Gah!” Balack exclaimed as the branch fractured in two. “It’s no use.”


  “Damn it!” Darnuir bawled, slamming his palms against the rock. “Move, move, move!” he cried, and then, in a moment of complete foolishness, he struck out with his booted foot, as if to kick the rock, and with a force guaranteed to do him injury. This fleeting thought passed through his mind but he couldn’t stop, he was too angry. His foot connected with the boulder, but this time, the boulder moved. It crept forward then crashed off the ledge, picking up speed as it went, gathering more debris as it landed on the demons below. Smaller stones rained like hail after it, and smaller trees and snow were churned up in a mini avalanche, blocking off the narrowest section of the passageway. It sent the demons into complete disarray.


  “Dranus’ black hide!” Balack cursed, aghast. “How did you do that?”


  “I haven’t a clue,” Darnuir answered honestly and inspected his foot. His worn black boots seemed a little more frayed underfoot but otherwise he seemed unharmed. He put his weight back on his foot and remarkably, it took it. Somehow, he had avoided straining a muscle or breaking a bone.


  My ankle should have bent backwards. That boulder must have begun to fall at the last moment, it must have.


  Shaking somewhat, he slowly sat down and then collapsed backwards from shock. Balack lay down as well and Darnuir turned to face him. They looked intensely at each other and then began to laugh, quietly at first, and then they positively doubled over in hysteria.


  ***


  Darnuir, Eve and Balack eventually found an empty table after many circuits of the hall. The party was in full swing, thrown in celebration of their victory at Ascent earlier that week. Darnuir had been hailed as a hero when Balack told everyone their story, but he still insisted that he could not explain it.


  “It must have already been falling,” Garon offered. “I don’t see how else it could have happened.”


  “I agree,” Cosmo had said. “What you are is lucky. You would have caved in your own foot had it not rolled at the last moment.”


  For the most part, nobody much cared for how it had happened, just that it had. Balack and Darnuir had been given first pick of the ale, which had been taken off ration for the occasion. Scouts sent out after the battle reported that the demons retreated a good distance and had not moved since. It would take them several days at least to march this far into the mountains again, once they had regrouped, so Scythe had ordered the party take place now. At first, everyone seemed uneasy about enjoying themselves so much, especially under orders, but once the idea settled on their minds, it quickly became apparent that everyone present was in need of a night without patrol, watch, worry or battle. Indeed, Balack appeared fresher than Darnuir had seen him in months, though perhaps that was the ale taking effect. Eve too looked more like her old self: her blonde hair was hanging loose once more and danced around her face and the nape of her neck in an enchanting rhythm. His eyes lingered on her for a moment and she caught him, giving him an earnest smile in return. Balack’s eyes flicked between them and Darnuir snapped back to observing the hall at large. There was the distinct slam of an empty tankard on the table.


  “Would you like to dance?” Balack asked. Eve seemed to be a bit taken aback but responded fairly enthusiastically.


  “Sure, why not!”


  Balack seemed a little put out by her choice of words but took her hand all the same. The pair drifted off into the swirling mass of bodies in motion, dancing to the pitchy tones of instruments that sounded as though they needed to be replaced long before the demons had come.


  Darnuir heard a huntress in her thirties calling out the instructions for the next dance, which seemed to involve a lot of switching partners and ducking under other people’s arms. As with all the dances Darnuir had been to, it was full of folly.


  Although he enjoyed watching the dance, Darnuir was not left on his own for long. Cosmo and Garon quickly took up the empty seats, whilst Harris dragged an extra chair over for himself. Cosmo looked the most battered of the three; his black hair was matted and a bloody bandage covered his upper arm. Yet he seemed strangely sober tonight, of all nights, unlike Garon, whose eyes were bloodshot and whose balance was less than graceful. Harris had always been distinctive in these parts for his extremely light red hair, which flowed down behind his ears. He had a crumpled nose from a boyhood fight with Darnuir but wore it proudly, and his high cheekbones emphasised his rather pointy chin. He too sported a bandage around his brow.


  “You got off lucky there, Harris,” Darnuir said, already tipsy. “A fraction lower and it would have,” he hiccupped, “had your eye out.”


  “Well I’ve never been much of a marksman anyway,” Harris jovially replied. “Always preferred a sword in my hand. Bit like yourself, Darnuir, although you aren’t a bad shot of course.”


  “I’m nothing on Balack,” Darnuir said.


  “Few are,” Cosmo chipped in. “I’ve never seen anyone as gifted as him. Give that boy a bow and I’d swear he was using magic!”


  “We’re not boys anymore, Cosmo,” Harris interjected. Harris was originally from Farlen, and was the same age as Darnuir and Balack.


  “Maybe not, but you will always just be boys to us,” Garon slurred. “Damned but this ale is poor,” he added dejectedly, setting his drink down, his mouth twisting in revulsion. “Tastes like Dranus himself spat in it.”


  “It seems fine to me,” Darnuir said.


  “Well you barely drink the stuff,” Garon jibed. “You don’t know any better.”


  “I like it!” Harris said. “But maybe that is because it is likely my last.”


  “How light-hearted of you, Harris,” Darnuir said dryly, but he could not help but agree. This entire event was salted by reality.


  “Well, I have hope boys,” Cosmo told them.


  “It is your birthday soon, isn’t it, Darnuir?” Garon asked.


  “Yes, but I don’t see what that has to do with it?” Darnuir said, a little bemused.


  “Normally that is a good day,” Garon told him. “The day we found you, we had just won a victory over the demons. I reckon this next one will be the most interesting of all.”


  “Garon!” Cosmo said sternly. “I think you’ve had enough.” He removed Garon’s drink from his clutches, who gave it a look of deep longing. “I think we will leave the rest to you two.” And he handed both his and Garon’s confiscated cup to Darnuir and Harris. The two senior hunters departed and Harris and Darnuir began exchanging stories from the last few months.


  Several hours, and many drinks later, Eve was tugging at Darnuir’s arm with an impressive strength. “Come on,” she moaned. “Just one dance?”


  “Go on, Darnuir!” Balack hiccupped as he swayed uneasily on his feet.


  “Hmmm, what?” Darnuir mumbled, his head positively swimming. Eve led him off and what happened next was something of a blur. Darnuir spoke to people, but did not remember what they said. He moved to one side of the room and then the other, but did not know why. Had he been aware of his jostling on the dance floor, he would have been mortified. Eve seemed to be always there however. It was all he could do to recognise her. She propped herself up on her toes to shout something into his ear but the din of the room drowned her out. He just nodded and smiled obtusely in his ignorance.


  She drew back from his ear but remained on her toes; her face was now close to his. Too close, was all he could think. She is too close. Their lips met and then she grabbed him by the hand and hauled him off out of the main hall. He didn’t even recognise where he was going but, before long, she had found an empty room and shoved him inside it. It was evident from her walk that she wasn’t all there either. The room was far colder than the hall had been, rammed as it was with so many people. The drop in temperature and the freezing air from the window bit at Darnuir’s face. Quite quickly, his senses became keener, though his head was still very hazy. Eve dashed to close the shutters of the windows. When she turned to face him, a lifetime’s worth of yearning was written in her expression.


  Darnuir knew that this wasn’t right. Every fibre of his being urged him to leave the room, save for one minute and treacherous part of him that seemed determined to stay; as he moved one foot backwards, the other remained rooted to the floor. Eve drew even closer to him. Too close. She is far too close.


  “I’m cold,” she whispered, putting her arms around his neck.


  Darnuir was speechless. His brain could not work fast enough and he swallowed nervously. As he forced his protesting feet backwards, she remained anchored to him and they stumbled right into the door. Darnuir sternly kept his eyes away from hers and, with his free hand, the other propping her up, he grasped in vain for the handle. He struggled to find it and then her own hand fell delicately on his and pulled it away. To his dismay, he found his hand did not resist.


  “Do you want to leave?” she asked, her lips now finding his neck.


  He wanted to blame it all on the playful poison that now ran through him, that small but powerful part of him that did not want to move. Eve seemed only marginally more sober than Darnuir, and it was plain that she was hanging onto him, in part, to prevent herself from sliding to the floor. His eyes accidentally fell upon hers and their gaze held just a fraction too long. Too close. She is far too close. Then that treacherous part of him asserted itself and their lips met again, and Eve’s grip on him tightened. They swayed first forward and then slammed back against the door, and Darnuir took both hands to embrace her. One of Eve’s hands still searched for something on the door and, after a few moments, Darnuir heard the loud click of the bolt being pushed into place.


  ***


  The next morning, everyone and everything was being moved from Ascent, higher in the range to Cold Point. Scythe had held a council meeting in which it was agreed that if Ascent was taken by the enemy then Cold Point would be left wide open with the hunters stuck uselessly in their station on the wrong side. It would be a three-day journey and the retreat was to take place in stages. Darnuir was in the same group as Balack when they left. They carried large packs on their back and behind were carts, carrying the vestiges of their supplies. They had maybe a month’s worth of food left.


  “You’ve been very quiet,” Balack said. “Are you alright?”


  Darnuir turned too fast and his blazing head thrummed horribly. He still felt unable to look directly at his friend. “Yes, I’m just suffering from last night is all.”


  “Hmmm,” Balack grumbled absentmindedly and didn’t ask anything more for some time.


  ***


  Darnuir half-expected Eve to greet them when they arrived in Cold Point, for she had been in one of the first groups to leave Ascent, but she did not come. The only welcoming they received was the familiar sight of the great wrought-iron gates of Cold Point, standing sentinel at the only entrance to the town. The gates showed signs of rust and neglect.


  I doubt they will not hold for long.


  Passing through this barrier, Darnuir noticed how crowded the town now was. Refugees had been fleeing there since the fall of Farlen two months ago but he had not appreciated the scale of the crowding. Cold Point was, after all, much smaller than Ascent or Farlen, and there was precious space to spare, with the town being tightly wedged between two steep, jagged mountain slopes. The widest space was the square where the gnarled silver tree stood proudly, encircled by a waist-high stone wall. Darnuir and Balack walked towards the tree and were given instructions on where to place the gear and the supplies they were carrying. The civilians had clearly been forewarned of the hunters’ arrival, for they were out in force to direct the hunters.


  “Grain, two streets down and second on yer right!” one man called.


  “Clothes to the hunters’ lodge!”


  “Healers to the tavern!”


  It was all confusion and bustle. Darnuir and Balack separated to carry off their respective loads.


  What good will all this do when the demons arrive?


  ***


  It wasn’t until later the following evening when members of the last group began to trickle in. These first arrivals appeared exhausted. Cosmo was amongst the very last to reach the town.


  “What has happened?” Garon demanded, barely giving poor Cosmo a chance to catch his breath.


  “Cut off as we left,” Cosmo spluttered. “Demons came pouring in from the west gate. Scythe and about forty others were bringing up the rear. Everyone else had already left the town.” He stopped to lean on Garon. The others with him showed signs of great hardship as well. Some simply fell to their knees.


  “Did they not give pursuit?” Garon asked earnestly. “How were you able to make it here?”


  “Scythe and those in the rear guard spotted them. Scythe took action. He sent a few arrows at them and those with him followed suit. He didn’t shout orders at me, lest he give us away, but the look he gave was plain. ‘Go on’, it said. ‘We’ll buy you time.’ After ensuring attention was on them, they all stormed back the way we came, towards the station. We carried on as fast as we could and took no rest.”


  “So they are dead?” Balack asked, horrified.


  “Not necessarily,” Garon said. “If they made it to the station in time, they’ll be in a far better position than we will. It is made of sturdy stuff. The Captain and the rest might yet survive.”


  “It won’t be long before the demons arrive,” Cosmo said. “They might assault the station first, which would give us more time, or they may head straight here. Either way, we will have a few days at best.”


  All those gathered in the town centre were mournfully silent, and all hunter eyes turned to Cosmo, who was now their de facto, if reluctant, captain. The hunters of the Boreac Mountains were proud and defiant, but their time was running out now. No help seemed to be coming and there appeared no end to the enemy’s attack. There was nowhere left to retreat to; no more passages to barricade, no more secret pathways from which to harry their foes. They were trapped at the highest and most remote region in the human kingdom.


  Is this it? Has the end come?


  Chapter 7


  A WIZARD IS NEVER LATE…


  TWO DAYS HAD passed since Cosmo delivered his ominous news. Two days of worry. Two days of desperate planning, of hurriedly teaching the rudiments of swordplay to willing town’s folk. For Darnuir, it had also been two long days of avoidance and of guilt.


  In an effort to evade both Eve and Balack, he had volunteered for every task that needed doing. He had hauled logs from the mills to the square, helped lash them in stacks upon the roofs, gathered furniture, smashed up the furniture and heaped the pieces into high barricades. Once he had passed the point of initial weariness, he found he could keep going far longer than the others, and ignored Cosmo’s suggestions to turn in.


  Darnuir carefully climbed to the top of his barricade, hunched over more at a crawl, with one hand outstretched for support and the other clutching pieces of a dismantled chair. As he placed the last of the broken pieces on top of his barricade, he began to feel exhaustion creep in. Whatever fuelled him seemed to be running low as midnight drew closer.


  He stood atop his mighty furniture mound, one of many they had erected around the town square. Each one was at least two storeys high, and only the tavern and the lodge loomed taller. Hunters and huntresses lingered around the square, examining their efforts. Some were still precariously balanced on rooftops, trying to keep the logs in check; a task made ever more difficult by working solely by torchlight. The night was dark and the general mood of the hunters was darker. Only one route remained free for the demons now; the main avenue up from the town’s gate. It would be here in the square where they would make their stand.


  “Looking good, lad!” Griswald boomed.


  “Anything else to add?” Darnuir called back down.


  “Nah, not unless we’re gonnae start smashing up our beds,” Griswald said with a little shudder.


  “That is an excellent idea!” Cosmo called from another barricade.


  “Ach see here, Cosmo, I wis joking,” Griswald protested, waving one of his crutches around. “Some of us still need a decent place tae lie doon.”


  “We won’t use them all,” Cosmo assured him, trotting over. “Just those of us who are fit enough to go without.”


  “You can use mine,” Darnuir offered from his elevated position. “That is generous of you, Darnuir, but I was about to order you to go and use yours,” Cosmo said.


  “Order me?” Darnuir said. “I’d prefer to be useful.”


  “There isn’t much left to do,” Cosmo said. “Other people can stack the barricades. I’d rather have one of my best swordsmen rested for the fight. Griswald, you go rest as well. Tell Rufus he’s to come out and bring me another warm, spiced ale.”


  “Nae need to tell me twice,” Griswald said, hobbling off.


  “Honestly, Cosmo, I feel fine,” Darnuir lied.


  “Must I give an official order?” Cosmo said sternly. The father, the trainer and friend had gone. Cosmo the Captain was before him.


  All that spiced ale is likely adding an edge to his voice.


  A soft bell began to ring around the square. Old Whiteleaf, who ran the tavern, made his round, clanking his little brass instrument. It signalled midnight and the third day of their wait for the demons. When Whiteleaf’s bell fell silent, a blinding light emanated throughout the square. Darnuir cried out, shielding his eyes as it shone brighter. It seemed to come from the near the ancient gnarled tree, for the light reflected and magnified on the silver bark. As the glow died down, the outline of a man appeared. It was difficult for Darnuir to examine him at this distance but he wore long robes and held the largest walking stick he had ever seen. Instinctively, he reached for his sword. All around the square, the hunters drew back arrows, yelling out to each other that Castallan had emerged in their midst.


  “Stand down,” Cosmo roared. “Stand down! Now, I say!”


  Everyone slowly lowered their bows, looking confused. Cosmo snapped his head at Darnuir in a motion that indicated Darnuir was to join him. He picked his way down his barricade and hurried to Cosmo’s side. The man’s garments were a rich and vibrant blue. His hair was short and flecked throughout with grey, yet he did not seem to be much older than Cosmo. What unnerved Darnuir, however, was the man’s hand. It appeared burned, except it was as black as pitch oil and curled claw-like around the smooth silver wood. Clearly, it was no walking stick.


  “There is no need for that,” Cosmo said, waving Darnuir’s hand away from the hilt of his sword. “You have perfect timing, Brackendon,” he added, embracing the stranger in a fierce hug. His tone was happy, almost giddy. “I was beginning to worry you wouldn’t come!”


  “I very nearly did not make it,” the stranger, Brackendon, said. “But here I am when Darnuir turns of age. And here he is, how convenient.” Brackendon peered quizzically around the square. “I suspect you are not refurbishing Cold Point?”


  “Demons will be upon us soon,” Cosmo said.


  “Demons?” the man said. “This far into the mountains? What—”


  “We’ve been under attack for months,” Cosmo interrupted. The robed man looked around the square apprehensively. More of the hunters had started to approach, which made him uncomfortable.


  “Cosmo, my dear friend. Perhaps we could talk privately? It may be the wiser course? I can explain all.”


  “Fine, we’ll speak in private,” said Cosmo, “for all the good it will do. You’ve made quite an entrance and, in any case, they will all know soon enough.”


  “Yes, they shall.”


  Darnuir did not like the idea of Cosmo being alone with this man.


  “Shall I accompany you, sir?” he asked.


  Brackendon chuckled. “Darnuir, referring to someone else as sir. Well, you do have him well trained, Cosmo. And is that some stubble I can see as well?”


  “What does he mean?” Darnuir hissed, “And how do you know my name?”


  “Let us go inside,” Cosmo said, harassed. “And yes, Darnuir, do come, but I will not be needing your protection. Ah Rufus, there you are!” Cosmo looked greatly relieved as he went to take his mug of hot ale from Rufus’ outstretched hand. The thickset hunter was in a state of shock, having witnessed the wizard’s arrival. He seemed frozen in place. Cosmo did not seem to notice as he took a long sip of his drink. “Dranus, but that is better. Come along then,” he said, waving Darnuir and the wizard along. “Rufus, please see to it that the beds from the lodge are added to these piles.”


  “Um, yes sir,” stammered a confused Rufus as the little company strode passed him, their feet crunching pleasantly on the fresh spring snow.


  They entered the luminous tavern and their presence did not cause quite the same fuss as it had outside. Garon was enjoying a tankard in the company of some of the huntresses and healers. As they passed, Cosmo grabbed Garon by the scruff of the neck and yanked upwards. “Come now,” was all he said to him.


  “What the—” Garon began, wiping desperately at the drink that had slopped down his front. When he saw Brackendon, his eyes popped and he followed without protest.


  Cosmo led them up the stairs to the third floor where the healers were preparing themselves. He picked a room seemingly at random and gruffly removed its occupants.


  “You’ll have to vacate this area for a while,” he ordered them. As they trooped out of the room, Darnuir’s heart skipped a beat. Eve was amongst them and he could not avoid her eye. He gave a half-hearted smile, unsure of what else to do.


  The small company entered the room and Garon bolted the door behind them. Cosmo slammed his already empty mug of ale down on the bedside table, otherwise covered with bandages, needles, sharp, little knives and some foul-smelling pastes the healers used on wounds. Like most rooms in the tavern, it was simply furnished, with a squat log bed, an uneven desk and dirty mirror. A rickety chair sat beside the fireplace.


  “Perhaps Darnuir should take a seat,” Garon suggested. “He has a lot to hear.”


  Darnuir opted for the sturdier-looking bed.


  “Let’s get a fire going,” the wizard said. “If there is one thing the Boreacs are good for, it is ample firewood.” He pointed his staff towards the stacked pile and some of the hewn logs lifted up and into the fireplace. Brackendon opened the palm of his hand and blew gently. Sparks flew at the wood to ignite it. “That’s better,” he said, seating himself in the chair beside the fire. “I don’t know how you can stand the cold without it.”


  “You get used to it,” Cosmo said. The wizard allowed his staff to lean against the desk behind him. He might have been an elderly man, readying himself to recount some youthful tale. There was an uncomfortable silence; at least it was for Darnuir. Brackendon seemed to be rather enjoying his distress.


  “I do hope your years in these mountains haven’t frozen your tongue?” Brackendon jested. When Darnuir said nothing, he went on. “I haven’t been to Cold Point since the day I brought you here. I would have come back to see you, prepare you perhaps, or whisk you away, but it never seemed safe, and for a long time, I was quite incapable. For too long a time…”


  “Your hand,” Cosmo said, as though seeing it for the first time. “Brackendon, did you?”


  “Yes, I am afraid so,” the wizard said solemnly.


  “I’m so sorry,” Cosmo said.


  “It is I who should be sorry,” said Brackendon. “I pushed myself too hard at Demon’s Folly and drew on far more magic than I ought to have risked. I had barely begun to recover from my efforts with Darnuir. I wasn’t ready. Did you not wonder why I did not seek you out after the battle?”


  “Naturally,” Cosmo said. “But I assumed it was best to wait, as you said.”


  Darnuir was lost. He decided to interrupt their catch-up. “I’m sorry but could someone explain what this is all about? What efforts did you have with me?” He did not much like the sound of that.


  “You have not told him?” Brackendon asked Cosmo.


  “What would have been the point until he was of age?” Cosmo said. “Without the sword.”


  “Sword?” Darnuir asked.


  “Your sword,” Garon said. “Let’s not dawdle. You are not really a human. You are a dragon and you are no ordinary dragon. You are the rightful King of Dragons.”


  Darnuir was not sure whether he wished to scream or laugh. Cosmo threw Garon an incredulous look.


  “What?” exclaimed Garon. “If you have an arrow head in your leg, best to rip it out.”


  “Does everyone know this, bar me?” Darnuir asked. “And also, there is just no way…”


  “Only those present in this room now know,” Cosmo said. “Brackendon, I had to inform Garon of the full truth. Once Darnuir started venturing on patrols, I needed someone else to take extra care over him.”


  “But I am not a dragon,” Darnuir said matter-of-factly. They all looked at him patronisingly, as though he were an infant insisting it was not bedtime and that he was not tired.


  “I’m afraid you are,” Cosmo said.


  “You kicked a boulder down the mountainside,” Garon reminded him.


  “It was already falling,” Darnuir said, knowing full well that it wasn’t.


  “You can see farther in the dark than the rest of us,” Cosmo said.


  “And you might be surprised to hear that your eyes glow faintly yellow when you’re out at night,” Garon said. “Now don’t look so shocked, it’s not that noticeable.”


  “I just…” Darnuir was utterly without words. This is madness. They are all mad, or maybe I am?


  “Perhaps if I tell my story, it may help ease you into the notion,” Brackendon said. “Though it should not be long until your sword arrives.”


  Brackendon’s story was long, and yet Darnuir got the feeling it was the shortened version. Those parts that overlapped with Cosmo and Garon’s side of things checked out, and Darnuir had to come to the conclusion that nothing about this was a joke or a trick, though he still held out hope that it might all be a terrible dream. As the wizard moved onto the events after he left Darnuir at Cold Point, Garon and Cosmo wondered why Brackendon had not contacted them following Demon’s Folly.


  “As I said, I pushed myself too hard in the battle,” Brackendon said glumly.


  “I’m sure I saw your magic at work,” Cosmo said. “It may have been a stormy day but those lightning bolts and waves sunk too many demon ships to be completely natural. You might have made all the difference.”


  “I am glad that my sacrifice was worthwhile,” Brackendon said. “Nineteen years of one’s life is a high toll to pay.” He rolled up his right sleeve. The sight of his hand and forearm made Darnuir’s nose wrinkle and his stomach lurch. The blackened skin looked as if it had been burned or scalded, but there was a shine to it as well, like fish scales. “It broke me,” the wizard said painfully. “When I was an apprentice, I swore I would never break. I swore it. But on that day, I drew on so much energy to keep the demons at bay. I might have gotten away with it, but I had not yet fully recovered from the immense amount of magic needed to revert time on you, Darnuir,” he said covering up his injury. “Not that I am blaming you, by any means.”


  Garon leaned closer to inspect his arm. “I have heard of what happens to a wizard who breaks,” he gulped. “You have my utmost sympathy.”


  “Thank you,” Brackendon said mechanically, “but I hope you see why nothing was done about Darnuir. I was the only one who knew, apart from yourselves of course, where he was and that he was alive. Breaking turned me mad for years and it took many more for me to fully recover. My memories were dim and my wits dimmer.”


  “How did you recover from this ‘breaking’,” Darnuir asked, feeling he should try and say something.


  “The fairies are best equipped and most experienced to help those who have overindulged in magic,” Brackendon said.


  “Could the Conclave not help you?” Cosmo asked.


  “I’m afraid the Cascade Conclave no longer exists,” said Brackendon. “Arkus apparently never made the effort to rebuild the order and I was the last of us. Well, apart from Castallan.”


  “From what I know of Arkus, that seems unusual,” Cosmo mused.


  “It puzzled me for a time,” Brackendon said. “I remember him being quite persistent with me to rebuild prior to the fall of Aurisha. However, my prolonged absence from the world of the sane has left me excluded from much of the workings of Brevia. My return to the city was not as glorious as I had hoped. Arkus no longer places confidence in me and refused me an audience. My contacts in the Lords’ Assembly now scorn me or have died of old age. All considered, I had an ill feeling about the place and dared not trust a soul with Darnuir’s whereabouts.”


  “And the dragons?” Garon said.


  “From what I could gather, in Brevia, there had been a lot of disturbances across the kingdom,” Brackendon said. “Large swathes of the population vanishing or moving. It may well be them.”


  “Not much use to us though,” Garon said.


  “The fairies must surely know?” Cosmo said.


  “I believe the Queen suspected for some time but I only recently confided in her my great secret,” said Brackendon. “Kasselle also assured me that the Dragon’s Blade would return to Darnuir when he is of age.”


  “You mean you do not know where it is?” Cosmo asked. “You do not know where it travelled to that night after it flew away from you?”


  “I haven’t the slightest idea,” Brackendon said. “But I trust in Kasselle. She also promised to send support.”


  “Excellent!” Garon said. “When will it arrive?”


  “I fear it will not come fast enough,” Brackendon said. “If there is truly a demon host marching upon us then we are on our own.”


  “We’ve been under attack for months,” Darnuir piped up. “Why have we been left on our own? You should have revealed my grand identity sooner.” He said the words but still he did not believe all this was true. “You could have had an army of fairies fly down here, or whatever it is they do.”


  “Hmmm,” Brackendon said, “still a little prickly like before I see, though you lack the bite of your former self.”


  “Perhaps you could explain why we have been seemingly left to die down here,” Cosmo said.


  “We thought the war must be dire because no relief force was sent south to aid us,” Garon said.


  “Truth be told, there is no war,” Brackendon said.


  “What do you mean?” Darnuir asked.


  “After Castallan made his bold announcement across the kingdom, not much happened. There have been escalating raids into the Marshes and Crown Lands but little more. The ‘Long Engagement’, some have called it. I’ve wondered myself what the point of it was. ”


  “And what of the fairies?” Darnuir asked. “We’ve been dying. Do Brevia and Val’tarra not care?”


  “I do not speak for Brevia or the fairies,” Brackendon said defensively. “Kasselle is weary to enter open conflict again. Her people are not as prepared as they once were.”


  “Then what help did she promise to send?” Cosmo asked.


  “All she promised was that help would come,” Brackendon said. “The very best help, apparently.”


  “Well, I’m afraid I don’t see how we are any better off,” Darnuir said. “If I really am a king, should I not have armies to command? That would be useful. Whatever gamble it was you all took with my life, it doesn’t seem it has paid off.”


  “With a wizard here, our odds have dramatically improved, Darnuir,” Garon said.


  Brackendon shifted in his chair. “I do not want to guarantee anything but I will certainly do all I can. And you may be surprised by what you can contribute once you have your sword—”


  Glass shattered, wood ripped apart and a chill breeze swept into the room, snuffing life from their fire. Garon and Cosmo cried out, covering their faces to protect themselves from the flying shards. Darnuir ducked his head and scrunched his eyes shut, feeling large splinters bounce off his back. Something tapped eagerly at his clenched hand. He opened it without thinking and felt the unmistakable grip of a sword slide into his grasp. Before he could open his eyes, the weight of it brought him off the bed. His arm collapsed like a dead weight to the floor and his eyes snapped open as his head struck hard wood. Darnuir thought he heard that cursed wizard chortling from his chair.


  Groaning, Darnuir picked himself up and tried to heave the sword out of the floor. It had bit deeply into the wood and he could not budge it. Despite his annoyance, he found himself in awe of the weapon. Sinewy wings descended over the grip from a scaly, beastly-looking head. The golden blade was thick and forged of a metal he did not recognise, for it had signs of granulations, as if it were made of stone. Etched from the mouth of the dragon’s head poured flames, licking all along the blade up to the tip; and small red rubies sparkled within the beast’s eye sockets, one on each side. It was these eyes that seemed to bore into Darnuir’s own, testing him, measuring him. After a few heaving attempts, Darnuir gave up on the sword.


  “It’s impossible to lift,” he grumbled, letting go of it. As he sat back on the bed, one hand rubbing his sore head, the sword extracted itself from the wood of its own accord and flipped itself up and into his free hand. The red rubies shone bright and powerfully for a moment, then settled as if satisfied. Suddenly, a pain swelled in his head, thrashing like a smith’s hammer. It flared intensely for a few moments and he grabbed his head more tightly. Then it died.


  “Are you okay?” asked an alarmed Cosmo.


  “Yes, I think so,” Darnuir said, massaging his temple.


  “Likely the pain will be from that blow to the head you just took,” Garon said, carefully approaching Darnuir as though he were a wild animal. “It is incredible,” he said in an awed whisper. “Such detail, such intricacy, it’s beautiful.”


  “The Dragon’s Blade,” Brackendon proclaimed. “Beautiful and deadly, and one of the most powerfully magical artefacts in Tenalp.”


  “In what way?” Darnuir said breathlessly, fighting against the weight of the sword.


  “Well, I do not know the specifics but suffice to say that my staff has all the capacity to process Cascade energy as a common stick in comparison to that sword.”


  “You mean that I could use magic like you?” Darnuir asked.


  “No,” Brackendon said flatly, “at least not to my knowledge. I know little about it in truth. Not even the library of the old Conclave had much to say on it. Though it is fairly common knowledge that, in addition to flying to its master, the Dragon’s Blade has the capacity to breathe fire, like a dragon of old.”


  Darnuir looked again at the weapon, searching fruitlessly for some clue as to how to activate this feature. “How?” he asked.


  “Again, I do not know,” Brackendon said. “I imagine you will figure it out in due course.”


  Darnuir got to his feet and tried to swing the blade but its weight felt too vast. He placed it down on the bed to relieve himself of it but it zipped back into his hand.


  Isn’t it satisfied enough that it is near me?


  “Well I can’t use it,” he said crossly. “And I can’t seem to put the damn thing down.”


  “Ah, this might help,” Brackendon said with a flourish and pulled from amongst his robes a scabbard. It was made of wood but painted a light gold to match the blade, and similar flowing flames had been carved into it. He tossed it to Darnuir.


  “A perfect fit,” Darnuir said in astonishment.


  “That cannot be the real scabbard,” Cosmo said.


  “A gift from Kasselle, to Darnuir, the King of Dragons,” Brackendon said.


  “Queen or no, how could she know the dimensions, the scale?” Darnuir said. Brackendon’s look suggested that the question might well be impertinent but his response was kindly enough.


  “The fairies are great collectors of depictions of our world and all important things in it. The Hall of Memories at the heart of the forest contains a particularly fascinating collection of paintings. The entire hallway is one large and continuous—”


  “Will it stay in its sheath?” Cosmo asked, cutting over the wizard.


  Darnuir strapped his new scabbard around his waist and carefully manoeuvred the Dragon’s Blade into it using both hands. Thankfully, it stayed in place, though there was a small ache in his shoulder from the effort.


  “The demons may well get scared off just looking at that terrifying hilt,” Garon said, “but I don’t think we can rely just on that. What was your plan, Brackendon?”


  “I had not anticipated a demon host at our door,” Brackendon said. “I thought I could take Darnuir to Val’tarra alone. With his stamina and my magic, we could have made a speedy journey. I fear stealth and secrecy are no longer options.”


  “Why Val’tarra?” Darnuir asked. “Why go northwest to the fairies?”


  “Brevia is no longer as welcoming,” Brackendon said. “Better to head to the forest of the fairies and journey to Brevia from there with their support.”


  “I agree,” Cosmo said. “If nothing else, travelling directly to Brevia would bring us too close to Bastion.”


  “Yet for now, we are trapped,” Garon said.


  “Then what are we to do?” Darnuir asked. Brackendon’s expression became crestfallen and Cosmo hung his head. Garon puffed up his chest and moved for the door.


  “If it is just going to be all doom and death up here then I’d rather not partake in it,” Garon said. “Those ladies downstairs were rather fine company and preferable to spending my last night with you gentlemen.” He pulled the bolt to unlock it.


  Cosmo slammed his fist against it. “You may go downstairs but only to fetch us more drinks and food. We have battle plans to discuss. You included. Bring Rufus, and Griswald, if he can manage the stairs.”


  “We should probably move rooms,” Brackendon said, getting to his feet. “It is awfully cold in here now.”


  Garon sighed loudly. “Would that be a tall jug of water for the wizard?”


  “Oh yes,” Brackendon smiled. “As much water as you can find. Lovely.”


  Chapter 8


  THE BATTLE OF COLD POINT


  ON THE TOP floor of the tavern, Darnuir waited anxiously. His night of making preparations with Cosmo, Garon and this wizard, Brackendon, had dragged on into a tiresome morning. The day had been spent ensuring all the civilians were well behind the intended battlefield; dividing their fighters into combat groups, squeezing in a few troubled hours of sleep, and attempting to keep down his rationed meal on a nervous stomach. Now the night of the third day of their wait had come. The demons were sure to arrive soon.


  The stars and moon flooded Cold Point with an eerie light. The glinting silver leaves upon what he now knew to be Brackendon’s staff tree swayed gently. A silence enveloped the whole town. Every man who could hold a sword had been drafted in from the civilian population, and Eve and the healers had gathered those willing to aid in tending the injured. An improvised hospital had been set up within the tavern, cramming every spare mattress they had into the rooms.


  Darnuir ran a finger down the length of his bow then slowly brought it back up. For this fight, he would carry two weapons: his regular blade, made of steel, and his newfound masterpiece. The Dragon’s Blade hung at his right side, as heavy as ever. He would much rather fight without it as he was sure the weight would slow him down but the sword seemed to have a mind of its own and refused to leave his side. Hopefully, he would get used to the weight of it in time but he was somewhat sceptical about the awesome strength he was supposed to have as a dragon. If this was all true, surely he would have always been able to accomplish great feats. Then again, I never tried to do anything exceptional. I never thought I was anything more than human.


  There were small hints of it, looking back. Even recently, when helping to build Cold Point’s defences, he had shown better endurance than most. Yet, for now, he would have to rely on the limits he had always known.


  Alongside him was Balack, fidgeting franticly, running his hand back and forth through his auburn hair.


  “Are you okay?” Darnuir asked.


  “Are you?” Balack said, his voice a little high. “This isn’t like before. We can’t get away this time.”


  Darnuir shook his head slowly. “I’m trying not to think on it.” He ran his finger back down his bow.


  “I wouldnae be too worried lads,” Griswald said encouragingly. He was perched on a window ledge, crutches resting beside his own oversized bow. He threw them a smirk, revealing two missing back teeth. “Plan’s good,” he barked, “and we have that wizard now and yer magic sword in all, Darnuir.”


  “It won’t do us much good if I can’t even pick it up,” Darnuir said sombrely.


  “Aye,” Griswald agreed, “aye, that’s true enough. But you’d be amazed what you can do when yer life depends on it.”


  “It’s too heavy for me,” Darnuir said. “And I don’t how to use its powers.”


  “Now look,” Griswald said, “you’ve never been in a real battle. Those wee patrols are nothing compared tae this. Ye haven’t been surrounded by thousands of clashing blades, ye haven’t heard a hundred arrows over yer head, ye haven’t smelled the stench of it all, and there’ll be fire raging tonight I reckon. When you’re down there in the heat of it, you’ll either break or you’ll act. And when you’re just reacting, you’ll not be thinking so damned much about how you can’t lift your bloody sword.” He took several giant-size steps towards Darnuir. “And if you don’t, I’ll tell anyone who’ll listen that you wet yer britches the night before yer first battle.” He clapped Darnuir on the back before hobbling back to his perch, hand pressed firmly on his wounded thigh.


  Balack raised his eyebrows and gave a knowing sort of nod towards Darnuir as if to reinforce what Griswald had just said. Moderately embarrassed, Darnuir immediately sat up straighter and stared determinately out of his window towards the entrance to the square. Snow began to fall, lightly but thickly, dressing the town in a fresh coat of white.


  Time lost all meaning as they waited for the sound of demons approaching. Darnuir began to get excited. Better to get out there. Better to face the creatures, Dragon’s Blade or not. The demons arrived in a terrible ruckus and uproar than usual. Darnuir heard the gates crashing open in the distance and the clattering of the demon host towards the square. All lights were hastily extinguished and darkness fully engulfed the battlefield. Every building appeared, at a glance, to be deserted. The snow on the ground was kicked aside as the demons poured into the kill zone. Soon the place was filled with them, gnashing their weapons and stamping in confusion as they found their path blocked by the barricades.


  Like water, the horde fanned out, searching for an easy route, but found none. The demons who encountered the blockages tried to turn around, only to find their way barred by their fellows, and became agitated. The army became noticeably wild and Darnuir felt the time was surely nigh to begin their attack but their orders were to wait for the signal. Come on now, wizard.


  As the screeches of the demons grew louder and angrier, larger outlines of spectres began to emerge, attempting to regain order. Darnuir had never seen so many before, and more may well have stayed hidden in the feint shadows cast by the moonlight. Darnuir could see several of the spectres congregating under the great tree and pointing up at the buildings.


  We must strike now.


  “Piss aff ye wretched beast!” Griswald cried, slamming the spectre on his back against the wall. The spectre slumped its head and loosened its grasp on Griswald’s neck, only to receive a meaty fist in its face. With a great heave, Griswald sent the spectre cleanly out the window. As it hit the ground, an arrow buried itself into the spectre’s neck, courtesy of Balack, who pulled back and hid behind the wall.


  So much for the signal!


  Darnuir raced to notch an arrow. Pulling back the string, he saw a small barrel fall smoothly from the lodge as if guided. It glided down and nestled in amongst the demons. A ball of fire followed it.


  The explosion was far larger than Darnuir would have thought possible with such a small amount of oil. Perhaps it was enhanced with the wizard’s magic. Either way, it was the intended signal. All the demons within a five-metre radius were blown up or away by the blast, and every spectre visible in the square turned to face the source of the explosion. Darnuir didn’t hesitate to loosen his arrow into the mass beneath him. Not stopping to see if he had hit a mark, he hastened to fire again. Arrows skirted across the square from every building, their shafts black streaks against the falling snow. Lights sprang up as the hunters relit their torches and lanterns to see. Darnuir loosed a third arrow but missed his target: a regular demon moving closer to the tavern. He saw Balack snipe the head of a spectre behind Darnuir’s more fortunate foe.


  The demons’ shrieks were deafening in such a confined space and they swarmed towards the buildings. Darnuir was able to get off one last shot before the demons were pounding on the tavern’s door.


  “Loose above!” Garon bellowed from somewhere below. The call was repeated throughout the tavern and axes on the roof top thudded. Logs began to tumble, one after the other past the window, down onto the demons. Around the rooftops of the square, dark figures were hacking at the other piles, sending a crushing wave against their foes. Yet the demons still pressed on.


  Ripping out his trusted old sword, Darnuir bolted for the stairs, leaving Balack behind, and joined a stream of other hunters running for the ground floor. After descending one level, he heard his name being called and stopped dead in his tracks. Eve stood in the doorway of one of the infirmary rooms, a manic look in her eyes. The rest of the hunters ran on but Darnuir paused, frozen in place by her stare.


  “Don’t die,” was all she seemed able to say.


  Darnuir could not think of any way to respond other than a curt nod. He ran on, almost jumping down the last set of stairs to join the unfolding fray. One hunter already lay dead under a smashed window, glass was strewn everywhere, but the door itself still held. Demons crawled in through the broken windows like scuttling beetles. Darnuir saw Garon despatch one from behind as it entered the room but quickly lost sight of him as he moved into the fight himself, parrying a blow that would have severed the head of a fellow huntress. She finished the demon off and they fought on.


  Tightly packed, there was little room for manoeuvre. Darnuir avoided the lurching advance of a vicious, rusted dagger, almost losing his balance. He fell back against the bar and the demon wielding the dagger impaled itself on his sword as it charged.


  We are fighting on top of each other. We may have to push outside.


  “Stop them at the windows!” Garon yelled. Darnuir joined several of those near him, picking up a nearby heavy tankard and throwing it at the shattered openings. By the door, two spectres rose up from the shadows on the boarded floor, wielding enormous axes that seemed forged from the shadows as well. One moved off to hack at the bolts on the door, while the other cleaved an area around it, cutting down several hunters in close proximity. The door cannot fall!


  Darnuir dashed towards the hulking spectre, which took a mighty swipe at him. He dodged it but lost his balance completely this time. As he fell, he cut at the spectre’s leg. It howled as it crashed to one knee and Garon relieved it of its head. With its sharp axe, the remaining spectre clove effortlessly through the last bars on the door. Demons clamoured en masse into the tavern.


  “Forward!” Garon bellowed. Darnuir surged on with him as they tried to stem the flow. The melee was brutal and packed. Darnuir desperately parried blow after blow, knowing if he missed one, he would have no space to avoid an attack. Those behind him were pressing him forwards, pinning him in place. All he could do was keep himself alive. He was so close to the demons that their smoky blood soon filled his lungs, choking him. He was being crushed. He could hardly breathe.


  A powerful wave of air rushed over him, blowing back the smoke and his hair. He gasped as the crush eased and the demons somehow melted before them. At the tavern’s doorway stood Brackendon, staff raised, taking measured breaths as demons scattered all around. A team of hunters near him were already turning to rejoin the larger battle in the square.


  “Garon,” Brackendon yelled. “We must relieve the other buildings. They won’t have much time before they burn!”


  Darnuir saw exactly what the wizard had warned: somehow, several of the thatched roofs around the square had caught fire and it was spreading fast. A crush of hunters, demons and logs, some now ablaze, prevented easy escapes, and a burning man, screaming his last, leapt from a high window into the enemy. Darnuir, Garon and the hunters with them charged out into the square.


  Darnuir caught the first demon he met by surprise but the second saw him coming and proved a more tenacious foe. It parried his blow, dodged the next, and then slashed at his waist. The stroke missed but barely, cutting into his leather armour and drawing blood from his arm on the way back. Darnuir groaned at the pain but launched his next attack, bringing his sword down overhead and overpowering the wretched thing. It crumpled to the ground before Darnuir.


  Embers from the burning roofs sparked off, landing dangerously close to buildings on either side of them. More caught fire and soon the heat began to lick at Darnuir as he fought his way through the horde within the main square. When one demon fell, another took its place, and with every swing, his injured arm throbbed. He reached the stone wall surrounding the great silver tree and leaned on it to briefly take respite. Yet he was only allowed a moment, for a spectre emerged before him like a slow nightmare, drawing itself out of the shadow cast by the tree. In its hand, a long blade formed and solidified out of swirling dark purple shadows. Darnuir tried to raise his sword but the spectre was too fast and stopped him, hammering its weapon onto Darnuir’s and smashing it off against the stone wall. Darnuir’s blade snapped two-thirds of the way up.


  He froze.


  The spectre’s free arm clobbered Darnuir’s chest and he collapsed over the little wall, losing his ruined sword. He had enough sense to roll to one side and managed to avoid the phantom’s sword as it struck the ground where he had been seconds before. He stumbled to get up and his back found the tree as he struggled to balance himself. The Dragon’s Blade shook in its sheath. Its weight seemed to have lessened. Griswald was right! If he didn’t draw it, he was dead.


  He cursed as his inexperienced left hand fumbled at the hilt on his right-hand side, and then dropped to his knees to avoid the spectre’s weapon. The ghostly sword of the spectre got caught in the silver trunk of the tree. Beneath the creature, Darnuir slammed his fist into the spectre’s midriff. It growled and did a double-take as it tried to detach its blade from the tree. Darnuir hopped back, and no sooner had his hand finally gripped the hilt than the Dragon’s Blade flew out of its sheath. His untrained left hand floundered and let the sword slip but it flew into his right hand instead. That’s a little better. The spectre was still trying to retrieve its weapon from the gnarled bark when Darnuir drove the Dragon’s Blade through it, using both hands to help with the weight. Smoking blood ran down his forearms.


  As he drew it out, the rubies in the dragon’s eye sockets twinkled at him and a sharp pain stabbed at his head. It felt as though someone was pressing on his mind. It was over as quickly as it had come but a slight throbbing remained. Wiping the sweat from his face, he turned his attention to the rest of the battle.


  By now, defenders of the burning buildings had either escaped out into the square or perished within them. It seemed more had made it out than not. Roofs had collapsed and the bulk of the fighting had pushed towards the square’s entrance. A wall of white and grey leather met a curtain of fiery shadows, cutting the square diagonally. Yet smaller skirmishes raged all around. A group of men from the town hurtled over the small wall to Darnuir’s side and they battled together there a while till three perished and the remaining fled to the tavern. There, the fighting had ceased, though arrows still sang through the night from the upper floors.


  Darnuir joined the forming melee, which now had Cosmo at the centre; he was fighting with such a fury as Darnuir had ever seen. Brackendon was holding down another portion of their line, using his staff as a weapon, blasting demons back as he struck. Demon blades that should have hit him were halted inches away, the air around him rippling as the blows were stopped. But it seemed Brackendon could not keep it up forever. He danced back through the ranks, out of breath and shaking slightly as if ill. The battle remained in a stalemate for some time.


  “They’ve broken through!” roared Griswald from his window. “Behind!”


  Spinning, Darnuir saw them. Demons were careering out of a narrow alley close to the tavern, behind their lines. Arrows met the first ones through but more soon poured forth. Being nearer the back of the crush, Darnuir and those beside him darted to intercept. They leapt over impeding logs and hurtled into the flanks of the demons, but more came. Soon, the skirmish claimed lives on both sides. In the midst of the chaos, Darnuir glimpsed a flurry of blonde hair running from the tavern.


  “Eve, no!” Darnuir implored.


  She and her fellow healers were trying to carry back the injured. “I’m here now,” she chided him, falling down to the side of one hunter. “I can save him if I staunch the bleeding.”


  “Don’t! You have to—” he began, but she scolded him.


  “No, this is what I can do. This is all I can do!” She pressed down with her weight upon the man’s gushing shoulder.


  Darnuir had little time to think as a rusty blade appeared at the corner of his vision. He gutted the demon; the Dragon’s Blade opened the creature with ease. The orange glow along the blade’s length intensified in colour and Darnuir thought he could feel heat coming off it. Or was it coming from inside of him? He thought his throat felt hot, though he could not be sure with the blaze raging all around them.


  The men who Darnuir had defended the tavern with had dwindled, while the demon numbers seemed to swell. More hunters drew themselves away from the main battle to combat the threat at their rear, but at the risk of thinning their front ranks too much. Brackendon also joined the fight to secure the alleyway, once again cloaked in his invisible shield, and managed to stem the worst of the tide.


  More demons advanced towards Darnuir and Eve but she would not run. One was killed from above. Balack would cover her until his last arrow. Darnuir slashed in an arc at the others, catching one across the chest and causing the others to leap back. When they came on again, it was all he could do to keep them at bay. Another arrow caught one where its heart might have been and the fight became more manageable. Darnuir lurched forward, sliding a little in the snow, running his sword through the neck of the closest adversary. The other, however, had turned away from him, seeing Eve as an easier target. She did not scream or baulk as it bounded the few paces towards her, but the demon was faster. Its jagged dirk cut her at stomach and she crumpled to her knees and scrambled towards the stone wall of the tree.


  With a howl, Darnuir bowled the creature down, smashing into it with a strength he had would have thought impossible. The demon’s body lay broken underneath him. Eve was on her knees, one arm on the wall for support. Darnuir raced over and brought her to her feet. She beamed at him and drew her hand away from her stomach. Darnuir felt relief rush over him. Her hand was crimson with blood but it must not have been hers. The demon had torn through her leathers but nothing more. Eve grinned as he steadied her but then shock took over her face in an instant. Her jaw plunged, as did her gaze. Darnuir followed her eyes to see a ghost-like shaft jutting out from the middle of her chest, the tip inches away from Darnuir’s own body. Behind her, the spectre fully materialised. There was no expression on the creature’s face, only a blank malice.


  A cry cut through the night like a wounded beast. It seemed to come from the tavern. To Darnuir, sound suddenly lost all meaning. He felt like he had gone deaf. Instinct made him hack with all his force at the spectre, even as an arrow buried deep into its skull. Eve’s body slumped to the ground below him but he could not look down. Something squirmed horribly inside of him and he felt like he would retch up everything he had ever eaten. Biting back the sensation, he turned dizzily towards the fight. It raged on, despite what had just happened. That seemed strange. That seemed wrong.


  His hearing returned as Brackendon beckoned all nearby to back away, his free hand pointing vigorously. The wizard returned to face the alley, aiming his staff high at the roof of the lodge. The wall that overlooked the alleyway shook violently until it collapsed, resealing the route. A score of demons remained trapped on the hunters’ side and the sight of them caused Darnuir to boil with rage. The heat from the Dragon’s Blade further intensified and the orange glow began to oscillate. The burning sensation he had felt in his throat returned anew and something pressed upon his mind again, this time more urgently. It was as if it were prodding at him. Clutching his head in one hand, he felt as though his skull might break apart. Several demons drew closer. He had a fleeting thought of them enveloped in cruel flames and the heat in his throat grew more intense. The demons had almost closed the gap. He thought of flames engulfing them and his throat burned. The blade of the sword lit up as fire leaped from its tip like a lashing, forked tongue. Abnormal flames, flowing with purpose, wrapped the demons up in ribbons of red, yellow and orange, squeezing them tight. The demons wailed in their otherworldly tones and roasted into white cinders.


  Darnuir’s throat felt like it was on fire, though no flames emitted from him. The blaze from the Dragon’s Blade did not abate. It stretched out; eight feet, ten feet, twelve feet. It almost sniffed the air, looking for prey. He flailed pathetically as he clung onto the weapon, and the hunters nearby dropped to the floor to avoid the branching tendrils of flame.


  “Darnuir,” barked Brackendon, “you must control it. You must!”


  “How?” he cried in dismay, but if the wizard had any advice to give, Darnuir did not hear it. The prodding in his head became a pounding and he went deaf again. He fought against it this time. He pushed back with all his might. It was the most peculiar feeling he had ever experienced. How was he to fight a foe within his mind? He twisted his head in the attempt until, with a final effort, he lurched both his gaze and arms upwards. He held his breath as he struggled and finally, he felt the pounding ebb away. His eyes were screwed shut and his throat was no longer burning.


  The fire, it’s stopped. Does this sword have a mind of its own?


  Another monstrous wail filled his ears. Darnuir opened his eyes to see the overhanging silver branches ablaze, the fire spreading towards the trunk of the great tree.


  “No!” Brackendon screamed in anguish. The wizard hastened to his staff tree with a crazed look. He attempted to break the branches but it seemed his power was faltering. Soon, the whole tree was on fire, a pyre in the centre of the battlefield, and Brackendon stood aghast as his staff began to shake uncontrollably. As the wizard fell to his knees, his staff exploded into countless splinters.


  It seemed as if the world was ending. Darnuir staggered away from the inferno of the tree but did not have his wits about him. Over at the melee, the hunters were beginning to show signs of breaking. Their right flank beside the hunters’ lodge was dangerously thin. If the demons swarmed in now, they would be lost. He noticed that the prodding in his head had returned again but this time it was gentle. He glanced down to the Dragon’s Blade and the rubies twinkled at him.


  Is it trying to speak to me? Prod, prod, prod. Am I going mad? Prod, prod, prod. Yes, I think I must be.


  Perhaps it was the sight of their right flank finally breaking, or the thought of Eve lying close by, but Darnuir gave up the fight within. His mind filled with a feeling, both alien and familiar, his stance changed, and his eyes drank in the battlefield with a newfound understanding. Darnuir watched on as an observer. He watched as his own hand acted without him controlling it, throwing the golden blade towards the breach in the line.


  Darnuir saw himself acting but was not in control. It was as though he were dreaming. The Dragon’s Blade hurtled at the demons, skewering three of them, and then flew back to his hand. He caught it before he crashed into the demon ranks. He watched on in astonishment as he waded through the demons, fighting foes on all sides with a speed and strength he never knew he had. The movement made him feel sick. Within moments, the tide of battle on the right flank was turning. Hunters fell back in beside him and the demons started to step back. He collected several more cuts but always fought carefully, with his back to his allies.


  One adversary in full plate, the colour of dried blood, emerged to challenge him. The joints of his armour and his shoulder plates were dotted in small spikes. A thick helmet hid his face but burning red eyes could be seen through the visor. Is that a spectre? I’ve never seen one in armour before. Is it a man? Darnuir’s body engaged the enemy. Whatever it was, it was giving Darnuir a harder fight than any of the others had. He stumbled when he blocked one of its blows. It must have been very strong to make him recoil like that. Darnuir was forced further backwards as the blood-armoured foe sent a series of attacks, putting him at a disadvantage. The demons rallied around their champion but Darnuir charged him, knocking the blood-armoured figure over. Its helmet flew off. Before Darnuir could see its face, an armoured hand thrashed his own face and spun him away, spitting blood. When Darnuir recovered and turned to fight the creature once more, it seemed to have fled.


  The demons close to the action became utterly disheartened. A mound of their dead lay near Darnuir and no spectres appeared to help maintain control. Those at the front began to flee but those further behind did not understand what was happening and continued forward. There was collision and confusion, and the hunters began to cut them down. Darnuir chased the demons as they began to flee and it soon became a rout. He carried on the pursuit long after the hunters around him had started to lag behind.


  Darnuir regained control of himself just past the town gates, which were bent and dangling off battered hinges. The Dragon’s Blade felt heavy in his hand again so he sheathed it. He picked his way back towards the square, stepping carefully over the demon corpses. The men all looked to him in awe and some looked on with fear. This was the sword’s work. It was not me.


  Everywhere, the snow was stained red and the smoky demon blood swirled foully with the black smog of the flames. The great silver tree had been reduced to ash; only a gnarled stump remained. He caught sight of the wizard. Is this what it means to break?


  Cosmo was helping a shaking and moaning Brackendon to his feet, taking him back to the tavern. Darnuir found his own feet guiding him back there as well, and followed a distance behind.


  He stopped when he saw her body.


  She was sitting upright against the small stone wall, as if relaxing. Her eyes, however, were still wide with the horror of her final moments. The spectre’s blade lay with its master behind the stone wall but the hole it had made in her remained. Dark crimson encrusted her entire chest. She needn’t have died. This was his fault. She had only been doing her duty but she had gotten too close. Too close. She was too close.


  Balack appeared at the tavern’s doorway. He made his way over to Eve’s body with such delicacy, it was as if he did not wish to break the snow. When he joined Darnuir, Balack’s silhouette blocked out the moon. He said nothing. Darnuir met his eyes and saw an emptiness, a lifelessness, grim and deadened.


  I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything.


  Then he twisted his head over the low wall and retched.


  Chapter 9


  THE LORD OF THE BASTION


  IN THE CEILING above the throne room of the Bastion, Cassandra lay flat on her stomach and peered into the room below, through the sliding grate. She could have crouched if she had wanted to; she may even have stood to her full height. Whoever had designed these secret ways in the Bastion had clearly intended people far larger than her to manoeuvre within them. Lying was the most comfortable however, for she might be there some time. Occasionally, days would pass where the wizard would not appear in his throne room at all. She was certain today would not be one of those days. Plenty of activity had gravitated around the room and she had spotted servants waiting in attendance. He would come.


  Whatever was about to happen would be important. Castallan rarely used his throne room unless he wished to hold audience in a place designed to project his image of power; his little self-indulgent fantasy of being humanity’s ‘true’ king. Most of his business was conducted in his private chambers and, despite her best efforts, Cassandra could not find a way to sneak closer to them.


  Her eyes snapped to the doors of the wizard’s self-proclaimed throne room as they swung open. Castallan strode imperiously into the long, rectangular room. His ashen-tinged hair was swept back in its usual perfect arc, and a greying stubble coated his face. His silver eyes seemed to crackle with energy and marked him as different from other men not blessed with magic. The robes he wore were light, close-fitting and regal purple in colour, with a silver hem. Her jailer sat down on his high-backed throne; an imposing construction that had at its back a fan of different staffs. Cassandra had counted ten in total. Ten staffs of varying design, but each one fashioned from silver wood.


  Two men with red eyes followed the wizard into the room, bearing a twisted iron plinth, which they placed in front of the throne. Four more men carefully trailed behind, their eyes also red, carrying an enormous glass orb. They placed the orb atop the plinth and quickly departed. The orb seemed to have something inside of it; a swirling white substance, like mist, rebounding off its sides. Castallan sat in quiet contemplation. The side of his mouth twitched up in a nervous fashion.


  Now, who or what would make you jittery, Castallan?


  No sooner had she begun to speculate than the white swirl in the orb began to spiral violently. In the chaos, a dark silhouette of a man’s torso began to appear, faint at first, but then clearer, until it seemed as if it were physically there in the room alongside Castallan. Only it was not a man.


  “Why don’t you come closer, wizard?” the image asked. “Or perhaps elevate me to your own height. I do so hate to crane my neck.” The voice drifted out in a light drawl, suggesting a sly intelligence and profound confidence. To Cassandra’s amazement, it was a spectre she beheld in the orb, though it was unlike any she had ever seen. Its shadowy flesh appeared almost fully solid, ranging subtly from pitch-black to solid purple. Tendrils of blue flames draped down behind its ears, like hair, without causing him any sign of discomfort.


  “Is that an order, General?” Castallan asked in his gravelly voice, with what Cassandra thought was added caution.


  “It might be,” the voice crooned. “A good lieutenant will follow orders, will he not?”


  “I have always obeyed his orders,” Castallan said stiffly. “Am I to take it that you are playing messenger now, Dukoona?” If the comment was designed to sting, it appeared only to prickle the spectre.


  “The Master has far more pressing priorities than to converse with you,” Dukoona tittered.


  “As do you, I’m sure?” Castallan said. “I haven’t had the pleasure of your company in many years.”


  “It has been many years since you have been of use,” Dukoona said lazily.


  “And what would you have of me?”


  “I would have nothing of you, wizard,” Dukoona said. “Remember who granted you the spectres you now have, and never forget where their true loyalty lies.”


  “Oh I never do. Now, will you tell me my task or not?”


  “Our master, Rectar, has commanded that the fleet begin preparations to sail west,” Dukoona smiled, his purple lips pulling apart to reveal an unnerving set of perfectly white teeth. Cassandra considered she would have been less disturbed if the spectre had borne fangs. This perfectness smacked of some sorcery. He went on. “Every ship in our power will descend upon the human realm and it will be up to you, dear Castallan, to prepare a beachhead for our forces. Maintaining control of the Southern Dales near that fortress of yours will suffice.”


  “Hoping to avoid a repeat of your last landing?”


  “How very astute of you,” Dukoona said. “Ready our landing and you might find yourself rewarded.”


  “Why now?” Castallan asked. “It’s been twenty years. Why this wait?”


  “It is not for you to question the Master’s decisions.”


  “But it is for you?”


  Dukoona gave another unsettling smile. “Perhaps.”


  “Why today, Dukoona?”


  “Why?” Dukoona drawled. “Because it was this very day I received my instructions. As a courtesy for your past services, I shall impress this upon you.” His voice soured and lost all traces of amusement. “We are coming, Castallan, whether you aid us or not. I would have the Bastion for my seat as I lead the campaigns against Brevia and Val’tarra. Be hospitable and you will share in some more of our power and stand in the Master’s court as the last of your kind. Resist, hinder or fail us, well, there are special halls under Kar’drun that even I will not visit.” His cruel eyes bore into Castallan, who returned the enmity.


  “How long?” Castallan asked.


  “As long as it takes,” Dukoona said simply. “Why? Do you have other things to attend to? See that you do not disappoint me.” The spectre lord’s terrible smile disappeared as he departed, the orb returning to swirling mist once more.


  Castallan’s face remained blank. He seemed lost in some deep, calculating thought before he finally rose. He was halfway to the doors when the mist began to convulse once more. It took form with its back to Cassandra, yet she recognised the spiked, blood-red armour and the thick helm to match it. You’d better have good news, Zarl. He doesn’t seem in the mood for failure.


  The wizard’s blank expression had twisted up on one side into a smirk at the sight of the man.


  “Commander,” Castallan greeted him. “Have the Boreacs fallen?”


  “No, my lord,” Zarl said carefully. For once, he did not sound collected, calm and deliberate.


  Castallan’s eyes narrowed. “No?”


  “I do bear some good tidings,” Zarl said. “I can confirm that the boy truly is whom we were led to believe.”


  “So you captured him?” Castallan said hopefully. “The region can lick its wounds so long as we have him.”


  “No, my lord,” said Zarl.


  Castallan stepped heavily towards the orb. “Did I not allow you to take as many demons as you felt fit? Have I not granted you enough personal power?”


  “You did and have,” said Zarl. “I am eternally grateful for you freeing me. Yet there was a complication. The boy had his sword and appeared to wield it with extreme competency for a time. There was also the wizard.”


  “Brackendon!” Castallan said. “So he has returned to the world of the sane.”


  “Perhaps not for long,” Zarl said, seeming more satisfied. “Darnuir burnt the ancient tree of the town to cinders. Flames poured forth from his sword but he seemed unable to control them.”


  “Well it will be easier to contend with a staff-less Brackendon,” Castallan said. He seemed a touch annoyed. “It would have been preferable to have obtained his staff for my collection but no matter. We can turn our attention fully to the Dragon’s Blade.”


  “You are certain that you require it for your work?” Zarl asked. “You have accomplished so much without it. My own strength—”


  “Was not enough to cope with Darnuir, it seems,” Castallan said scornfully.


  “My demons were becoming unwieldy,” Zarl said in his defence. “The spectres abandoned the fight the moment they saw me duelling Darnuir. I shall have them dealt with. I should have brought more of our own men with me to keep the spectres in check.”


  “The time for secrecy is almost over,” Castallan said. “Our friend, Dukoona, just informed me that an invasion is coming. If we are to save humanity and free ourselves of the dragon yoke then we must no longer take half-measures. This is why I need that sword, Commander. There is no better conduit of Cascade energy.”


  “Better than ten staffs?”


  “Eleven,” Castallan corrected him, holding up his own tall stave. “And yes, I am sure. Combining the sword with the staffs, I may even surpass Rectar himself.” Castallan paused as though chilled by the thought.


  “So you wish the boy alive?”


  “Alive would be desirable,” Castallan said. “Though now he is in possession of the blade, prizing it from his corpse may serve just as well; however, I would rather not needlessly risk the sword losing its power.”


  “I will require fresh forces,” Zarl said. “Should the hunters take refuge in the station, it will be an arduous battle.”


  “I shall assemble all our forces for you,” Castallan said. “No more half-measures, Zarl. Brevia has answered me with silence. We must take matters into our own hands. If Dukoona arrives before we are ready then all our plans will be ruined and humanity will fall. You know the stakes.”


  Zarl bowed within the orb and then began to dissolve away. Castallan swept from the throne room, barking out orders to those he passed and disappeared from sight.


  Cassandra remained where she was, stunned by the revelations. He mentioned the Dragon’s Blade. That sword belongs to the King of Dragons. She knew this from her extensive reading over the years. She had been here for as long as she could remember, possibly her entire life. Stuck in the Bastion, there was little else to do at times. But the dragons had gone into hiding? Could this Darnuir really be him? The name was familiar to her. Chelos, her carer, mentioned him in hallowed tones as if speaking of the dead. The king, that’s what he always called him. And now, it seemed that he had returned or emerged from hiding. Chelos would be thrilled at the news. She ought to tell him at once.


  She scrambled up to the exit of the passageway. There were two options: a lever, which would open the wall out into the corridor beyond, or a ladder leading up. She took the ladder, as it was the quickest route back to her chambers. She climbed several storeys, her impractical dress hampering her movements. She heard a rip as it caught on a section of the ladder. Damn, how will I explain this? Her dresses had always been of exceptional quality but she loathed them and found them frustrating and restricting. She would prefer to wear more practical garments – contraband items such as boots, trousers and jerkins, which her friend, Trask, had smuggled to her over the years, yet she could not wear those and pass through open space as she would likely be seen.


  She reached her intended floor and carefully checked the corridor on the other side of the false wall for guards. There were none. As she ascended the last few levels to the top of the Bastion, she passed no one at all. They must all be preparing this army to move out. She called out for Chelos as soon as she made it back to her room. The old dragon came serenely to greet her, his face crinkling with age, though he was very still capable on his feet. Long years may have started to take their toll on him but there was still a deal of strength in him, as Cassandra often painfully discovered when they sparred. Not knowing other dragons, she found it hard to believe at times that he was one hundred years old.


  “I was beginning to get worried, my dear,” Chelos said in his weakening voice. “You know you should not risk such long trips.”


  “Yes, yes,” she said in a flurry. “You’ll understand once I explain.” And so she did, recounting the events quite precisely. She had grown very good at memorising the things she overheard or saw, a skill likely nurtured by her years of solitary study. When she finished, the old dragon stood a little taller and his eyes regained a spark she had not seen in years.


  “I always knew he was still alive,” he said. “Yet why has it taken so long?”


  “Zarl was confirming a theory they had. I don’t think they were sure themselves until recently.”


  “Hmmm,” Chelos mused, taking a seat on one of the plush loungers that lined the oversized foyer. “The how or the why makes little difference to us. But Cassandra, my child, you must go to him.”


  “Go to him?” Cassandra exclaimed. The thought made her both exuberant and sick. Leaving the Bastion would mean freedom; freedom she had yearned for her whole life, yet it would be perilous. Chelos had always cautioned her.


  And now he wants me to go?


  “Chelos, you know I want to get out, more than anything, but I don’t see how I can. You’ve always told me it was impossible. Every plan I’ve cooked up, you’ve shot down. Even if I escaped, we both know I wouldn’t make it far. You said Castallan would just hunt me down again, right? This fortress is supposed to be impenetrable from the outside; it seems it works both ways.”


  “I have one idea,” Chelos said.


  “Have you always had it?” Cassandra asked. “You showed me how to access the passages around this place. Are you telling me there are more?”


  Chelos stared blankly back at her, almost guiltily.


  He did know a way to get out. This whole time, he’s had some plan…


  A small ball of fury began to spin inside her. “And you never thought to tell me?”


  “It was never the right time before…”


  Cassandra closed her eyes, incredulous at the gall of the old dragon. “Never the right time? When would have been the right time? When I was as old as you and past the point of caring?”


  “You might not be free but you are at least alive and well,” Chelos said. “It would break my already worn heart to see you hurt. It pains me even to risk letting you go now. But go you must,” his voice became more firm. “You must try, Cassandra. If nothing else, Darnuir needs to be warned. The whole world needs to be warned.”


  “Even if somehow I make it out, how will I ever get to the Boreacs?” Cassandra said, the gathering anger in her untangling somewhat at Chelos’ words.


  “Have Trask help you,” Chelos said, though he seemed a little apprehensive. Cassandra felt little better about the notion.


  “Trask has half a hundred ideas but that doesn’t mean any of them will work.”


  “I understand your reservations about going to Trask but he would do anything for you.”


  “I know,” she said morosely.


  Chelos gave a tired titter. “You spend your whole life trying to convince me to help you flee. Now I am giving you the chance and you seem unenthused.”


  “It feels like you aren’t doing it for me,” Cassandra said. “It seems like you are doing this for him. This Darnuir. Why does it matter if he is back or not?”


  “He is the King,” Chelos said simply, as if that were enough. Some moments passed in silence. Chelos sighed softly. “Darnuir gives you a purpose in going. He gives you somewhere and someone to seek refuge with. There has never been a better opportunity.”


  Cassandra rocked on her feet. She would go because she wanted out of this prison but she could not help but be afraid. This Darnuir, this supposed Dragon King was her route out. It’s what I’ve always wanted and if I must deal with Trask then so be it.


  “Trask then?” she said decisively.


  “Indeed!” Chelos said, rising purposefully to the door. “I will go to him and arrange a meeting for you as usual. Make yourself ready to go at a moment’s notice.”


  Cassandra did as she was bid and hastened to her bedchamber, which, as Trask had once commented, was as large as the stables. She tore off her gown and donned her simpler clothes of rough-spun leggings, shirt and leather jerkin. She also snatched up the sword Trask had once smuggled to her and strapped it around her waist. Looking in her ornate mirror, she pulled back her long, wavy black hair and scrunched it into a messy knot. Suddenly, her grass-green eyes seemed much larger with her hair lifted away. Even the shape of her face seemed different somehow, more delicate than before. Little wonder Trask thought of her as some precious thing to save. She scowled at herself, then relaxed.


  Perhaps I am too hard on him.


  Close at hand was a small, carved figurine that Trask had given her when she was still a child. “It’s a little dragon warrior,” he had proclaimed proudly when he had presented it. His father had stolen some during the war; they were used to represent armies on maps. It could fit in the palm of her hand and was beautifully detailed, though the gold paint had almost worn away entirely. Yet she held a resentment against the innocent carving. If she had the strength that a dragon was supposed to have, she would have escaped her prison long ago. She wouldn’t need help. Still, the memory of a younger, sweeter Trask was pleasant. Back before he had grown older and his eyes started to look at her differently. She preferred the younger version. He had truly been her friend. Thinking fondly of her dragon warrior at that moment, she pocketed it.


  She drifted through to her library. Shelves of books and scrolls requiring ladders to reach to the top covered the walls. Books of history, books of myth and story, books on everything; bound in rich leathers or precious metal hoops. She ambled slowly around the library, running her hands along the spines. For some unknown reason, Castallan had given her this extreme luxury. Perhaps he knew I wouldn’t be as bothersome if I were occupied. She had devoured them all but loved some more than others. Tiviar’s History of Tenalp was amongst them and a copy of it always lay ready. She picked it up now, for perhaps the last time, and held it tight against her chest. For all her love of the author, he had died nearly one hundred years ago, and no one else had thought to write anything down since, so far as her collection was concerned. Many times, she had urged Chelos to jot down something – anything. Who else would be better? He had been the Steward of the Royal Palace in Aurisha. He must have lived through and experienced so much, yet he told her very little.


  She heard the main doors to the apartments slam and someone breathing heavily.


  “Chelos?” she called. The aged dragon stumbled into the library, uncharacteristically breathless.


  “Trask says… now,” he panted. “It must be now. I’ve never seen so much happening down below.” Chelos clutched his side and it seemed as though his heart might burst in his chest.


  Cassandra moved to his aid. “Chelos, are you…?”


  “I’m fine!” he exclaimed. “Trask said he would meet you at the bottom of the tower as usual but you must go quickly.”


  Cassandra wasted no time in bolting to Chelos’ bedchambers, for that was where their most valuable secret passageway was hidden. She slammed her fist into the pressure plate in the wall above the four-post bed and heard a satisfying thud as the trapdoor swung open underneath. As she began to push the bed aside, Chelos clambered into the room, using anything he could reach for support. With what seemed a tremendous effort, he came to her aid and the task of shifting the bed became easy.


  “Wait,” Chelos wheezed. “Cassandra, the tunnel… you must know…”


  “Your private secret,” she said, remembering his allusions to a plan. “Where is it? Where does it go?”


  “There is an entrance to a passage that should take you out underneath the walls. A false wall under the staircase of the left curtain wall by the western gate. You must use this. Trask says they are checking everything leaving through the main gates even more carefully than usual.” If Chelos had more to say, he seemed to lack the breath to say it.


  “Have you always known about this? Why are you only telling me now?” she asked angrily, but she saw the answer written on his face. His King. His precious Darnuir. This would-be saviour had better be worth the wait. In her frustration with the old dragon, she descended a few rungs of the ladder without bidding him farewell.


  “Be safe, my girl,” he rasped.


  She stopped. She could not leave like this. Cassandra got back up and embraced Chelos tightly.


  He squeezed back. “Do not hesitate to use that sword if you have to.”


  “I won’t,” she said and, despite herself, allowed a single pitiful tear to roll down her cheek. She sniffed a little as she drew away from him. “What will you do when he finds out?”


  No. I mustn’t think about it.


  “It does not matter what happens to me,” Chelos said. “I am old. Far too old. Promise me that you will not worry.”


  She nodded. “Goodbye.” The word sounded so meaningless; so small, so inadequate. Her sadness fully engulfed her as Chelos closed the trapdoor, extinguishing all light, and the bed was scraped back into place above. She did not take the time to wipe away her tears. There was little time and she had to go on.


  Chapter 10


  ESCAPE FROM THE BASTION


  CASSANDRA WAS USED to the darkness of the shaft. Some were faintly lit from small slits in the wall if they ran close enough to the edge of the tower, but the internal passageways, such as this one, were darker than night. Stone pegs marked each level of the Bastion. Her hand found a peg and reached instinctively for the engraving beside it. XI¸ eleventh floor. It had not felt like four floors already.


  Time dashed by as she descended to the ground with only the rhythmic sounds of her footsteps on the ladder and the sharp tapping of her sword against the cold stone. When her feet finally found a surface, she took a few moments to collect herself. Her hands felt numb, though whether this was from nerves or the chill of the shaft, she could not say. Carefully, she turned herself around in the dark then knelt to push at the exit slab. She had made this trip enough times to know its place by heart. When she pressed on the cool stone, there was a soft hissing noise and the small segment of the wall began to slide away. She shut her eyes so as not to be pained by the rush of sunlight.


  She kept low to the ground as she exited the inner tower of the Bastion and, blinking furiously, closed the passage. The earth was dry, hot, cracked and had an unnatural feel to it. All the ground immediately surrounding the Bastion’s citadel was like this. In places, the brown earth had even begun to take on a dark red hue and some areas were pitch-black, yet only a few hundred yards away on any side and the soil remained soft and lush. There, the first blossoming blue crocuses and snowdrops of spring were making their way into the world.


  A mighty, five-sided outer wall surrounded her and the citadel tower, with crenulated battlements. At each corner, where the walls met, the stone crested out in the shape of an enormous arrowhead. A secondary inner wall of the same style wrapped around the tower. A final ring of smaller arrow-headed platforms were spaced further from the outer wall, connected by rope bridges, which the defenders might sever if taken by an enemy. If viewed from above, it would have looked like a misshapen star. It was a fortress designed to counter dragons. If Dukoona were to take it for his own, it would be used to aid invaders, not repel them.


  A loaded cart was drawn up near her secret exit and an impatient horse beat its hooves on the dusty ground. It was Trask’s but she could not see him and so dropped to her belly, slinking under the cart to avoid the thousands of eyes in the inner courtyard. There was so much activity. They must have been holding nothing back in getting the army ready. Her heart missed a beat as a pair of feet came into view. They approached the cart. After a pause, they crept around to the back, stopped, and then she saw the legs begin to bend. She reached for her sword but was at the completely wrong angle. She fumbled as a man’s hand reached in for her.


  “Cass!” Trask’s voice hissed. “Come up now, we have to move fast.”


  Cassandra scrambled out from her inadequate hiding place and got to her feet.


  “Close one,” she told him. “I was almost about to kill you.”


  Trask’s expression showed that he very much doubted it.


  You’d be wrong to think that I wouldn’t.


  His normally homely face had the unfortunate addition of a pock-ravaged nose. His eyes were large and bright however, and she had told him this once, in a momentary spur, hoping it might placate his feelings. That had been a mistake. He seemed to take it as encouragement, and she did not care for how those eyes looked at her thereafter. She had learned from that at least. She took a step back from him.


  “What’s the plan?” he asked.


  “You’re asking me?” Cassandra said, infuriated. “I thought you were to help me get to the edge of the inner wall.”


  “And how am I to do that with everyone around?” Trask asked, rummaging in the back of his cart. “Put these on at least.” He thrust an apron and washerwoman’s cowl into her hands. Cassandra ducked down and awkwardly put them on. The knot of the cowl pressed tightly under her chin. She smeared dirt and dust onto her face and clothes for good measure. “And give me that as well,” Trask insisted, putting his hand on her sword. Cassandra reacted like a startled cat, whipping her hand to her sword’s hilt, not allowing him to take it.


  “Don’t you—” she began.


  “Stop!” Trask said. “You know you can’t hide it. If you want any chance of blending in, you’d best hand it over.” Reluctantly, she unstrapped the worn sword and handed it to him. “I’ll give you it back,” he added, tucking it in an open crate of other weapons.


  You’d better.


  “I need to get to the western edge of the inner wall, near the gate,” Cassandra told him.


  Trask sighed as he glanced around. “Well, you are the expert.”


  “You won’t help me?”


  “I’ll do what I can,” Trask said. “But I cannot just sneak you out on the cart. All inventory is being checked. Chelos said you would be able to get right outside the fortress?”


  “That’s what he said. Trask, I—”


  He cut her off, quickly piling dirtied leathers of white, mud red, yellow and dark green into her hands from the cart. He stacked the pile high enough so that it covered her face. She heard booted feet crunch nearby on the dry earth.


  “Yes, that’s right,” Trask said loudly. “We’ll need these hunter uniforms well cleaned. You can send them on later.”


  The booted feet crunched away.


  “Thank you,” she said, muffled from beneath the clothes.


  “Thank me once you are out,” Trask said. “I’ll need to get going before it looks too suspicious.”


  He clambered up to the driving seat of his cart and tugged at the reins. His horse snorted loudly and Cassandra heard its feet clop off from behind her pile of laundry. Still blinded by the messy hunter uniforms, Cassandra was left uncertainly in the middle of the vast inner courtyard of the Bastion. You could have at least taken some of these leathers away with you, Trask.


  She carefully tipped the top layers off the pile.


  “What are you doing, dear?”


  Cassandra gasped as she turned, though was relieved to see only a matronly washerwoman bustling up to her. “Oh, I’m sorry, I was just…” Damn, what am I just?


  “Not to worry,” the woman said. Her accent was thick, like most of those who were brought up outside of the towns and Brevia. “They need scrubbing anyway.” She stared at Cassandra expectantly. “Well? What are you waiting for?”


  “I’m afraid I don’t know where to go,” she said, rather stupidly. Trask had really left her in a lurch. “I’m new. One of the stable hands just dumped this on me and left.”


  The matron nodded in a knowing fashion, as if to say she expected nothing else. “Come along, dear,” she said, beckoning Cassandra to follow her. Cassandra did, not knowing what else she could do. “Ruddy chaos around here,” the woman blustered, more to herself than Cassandra. “If Zarl keeps recruiting more people, we’ll have half the people of the Dales living here before long. And what will that mean for the likes of old Winnie here? More damn work and less gratitude I tell you!”


  “Oh?” Cassandra said, her mind desperately working to find a way out of her predicament. The woman was taking her the completely wrong way, likely over to one of the barracks. The inner courtyard was so rammed with people and horses hauling heavy loads that it became very hard just to maintain her footing with her bundle of leathers.


  “Oh yes,” Winnie said. “But so long as the demons are kept far away from here, I shan’t complain too much. And where are you from, dear? I like to get to know all my girls and boys but I don’t remember you arriving.”


  “Um,” Cassandra began.


  “Oh my!” exclaimed the woman, throwing out an arm to halt Cassandra. A couple of mounted men were shoving people aside as they wove between the crowds, evidently in some terrible hurry. “Some people,” Winnie complained. “I’m sorry, dear, where did you say you were from?”


  “I’m from Deas,” Cassandra said. It was the largest town in the Southern Dales and seemed like the safest option.


  “Ah yes,” said Winnie. “Lots of youngsters coming in from Deas. Don’t think Lord Annandale even bothers to stop Castallan’s agents recruiting anymore.” They drew closer to the eastern barracks, as Cassandra had feared. A forge was burning beside it, a mixture of smoke and great bouts of steam rising in the air as smiths tempered the weapons. Cassandra had to get away but Winnie did not seem to want to leave her side. “So who brought you in?” she asked.


  “Who?” Cassandra asked. Is there really such a secrecy to all of this?


  “Yes dear, who brought you to the wizard’s noble cause?”


  Noble? Many in the south had joined Castallan freely, but to call him noble was another matter entirely.


  Cassandra sensed that the woman expected to hear a name. She stopped and turned to give Cassandra a suspicious glare.


  Think of something!


  A scream tore through the crowd, supplemented by angry calls then galloping hooves. A cart hauled by two horses was charging around the courtyard, out of all control. The boy at the reins, far younger than Trask, looked too green to be handling such animals. It was heading in Cassandra’s direction.


  Everyone began to jump out of the way. Winnie leapt back in fright but Cassandra stayed still, in fear of the woman discovering her weak deception. She saw the path the cart was taking and knew it was her only chance. As it soared past, it cut Cassandra off from Winnie and she relieved herself of most of her bundle of dirtied leathers, tossing them high into the air. She kept hold of a few pieces of darkened green and brown leather, which the hunters of the Dales wore.


  The stampeding cart upturned a short way ahead and the explosion of clothes only added to the furore, for some fell on the heads of other nearby beasts of burden, covering their eyes and sending them into a panic. More wagons and animals collided around her, granting a perfect distraction. Cassandra ducked and weaved through the madness, ripping off the cowl and apron, but keeping a hold of them. Dropping them would only make it obvious she was not meant to have been there. With any luck, Winnie might think she had simply fled the danger of the enraged horses.


  Cassandra stopped near the forge. The smiths had ceased their rhythmic hammering to stare at the commotion. Guards with red eyes appeared amongst the confusion, wrestling with the beasts to bring them back under control. One horse kicked out, hitting a red-eyed woman square in the chest. She stumbled but was otherwise unharmed.


  That’s not possible!


  Members of the crowd were calling out to the smiths to help pick up the crates and barrels that had been sent flying, strewing their contents of swords, tent pegs, hard cheese, hard biscuits and dried meats across the eastern courtyard.


  The smiths thumped down the broad axes they were working on, moved off, and Cassandra seized the chance. She skirted into the forge, tossing the washerwoman clothes into the furnace, and used the containers of water nearby to wash the worst of the dirt and dust from her face. A small, plump coin purse lay unguarded, likely from a recent transaction. Cassandra swiped it. Coins were better than wild animals in causing distraction. She scuttled out of the back of the forge, so she was between it and the inner wall itself. Her breaths came in huge, laboured gulps as she tried to collect herself.


  That was ridiculous. I’m better than that.


  She had never come so close to being caught in all her years in the Bastion, though inside the citadel, the passageways made it infinitely easier. She would have to approach this false gate more quietly.


  She glanced down at the hunter leather she still possessed. It was not a full set, only the tunic, gloves and bracers, but it would have to suffice. She put the items on and undid the knot of her hair to let it fall around her, then she rose, a little unsteady, and began to creep along to the western gate, staying as close to the wall behind buildings and vendors’ stalls as she could.


  As she approached the south gate, the guards and activity made it impossible to continue to cling to the shadow of the wall. To her relief, she saw a group of hunters from the Dales making their way west, loud in conversation. She walked casually to the edge of a stall, pretending to peruse the fruit while she waited for her moment. The vendor claimed to have ripe fruit from Val’tarra, though his pears were browning.


  This has to be perfect.


  As the hunters passed, she walked purposefully and fell in just behind them. They began laughing at a joke and Cassandra feigned a quiet laughter of her own, tossing her head back like they did.


  To everyone else around, it would seem as though she were part of their gang, but she stayed just quiet enough so that they did not turn around. The ruse would not last for long. But it did not need to. The group were ambling at a fair pace towards the western gate; she was in sight of it now. She trailed the hunters for as long as she dared, then, when her gut told her it was time to move, she did not hesitate. Her instincts on these things were normally correct.


  She slowed ever so slightly, then drifted away, melting into the jostle of people. She kept her head up but made sure to not look at anyone directly. Everyone was busy; everyone had a job to do. If someone glanced at her, they would see her leathers and think she was a huntress and likely had an important task. So long as she did not draw attention, she might just make it.


  “Under the staircase of the left curtain wall by the gate,” she repeated in her head. Her heart sank as she saw how many guards swarmed around that area. The bulk of the traffic moving out of the Bastion was trundling through the west gate, or at least attempting to. Careful checks and inventories were being carried out, ensuring each cart had the right cargo. She was quickly closing the gap to her destination but she could do nothing while those guards were there, yet she could not stop to think. To stop would be to draw attention. By the gate, a new cart had fought its way through the knots of people. It was Trask’s.


  Cassandra had never been so pleased to catch sight of him. Desperately, she stared at him so intently that she might have been trying to see into his soul. Trask hopped onto the back of his wagon, apparently under instruction to unload his haul for inspection. He had his arms around one barrel when he finally caught her eye. He froze. Cassandra mouthed out urgently to him. “Please,” she said silently. “Help.”


  Mercifully, he understood and did not hesitate. He dropped the barrel he had half-lifted and clutched his arm, feigning some discomfort. The guards below him puffed their lips in annoyance and turned to look for help. Cassandra could hardly believe her luck when three of the four guards at the curtain wall ran off in answer.


  Just one left.


  She pushed her away through the throng of people as gently as she could, making sure her bearing would keep her out of sight. As she neared the guard at the foot of the stairs, she loosened the knot on the bag of coins she had taken from the forge. She casually flung the bag, sending thin bronze coins clinking and rolling. Predictably, those nearby scrambled to collect what they could, causing heads to bash and tempers to flare. The guard charged into the brawl to maintain order. Now was her time.


  A false wall under the staircase. A false wall… Where is it?


  She could not see anything. No marks, no bricks of a different colour, nothing to indicate that there was some secret gateway there. Mild panic set in. She only had moments. She reached the section of the wall and started to run her hands over it frantically.


  “Now calm down the lot of you,” a brusque voice said from behind.


  No! Where is it? Where?


  Her flailing hand pushed at the stone in front of her, only the stone was not there at all. She stumbled forward several paces, seemingly into the wall itself. Her hand remained outstretched. Underneath the ground looked like oddly laid stones in imitation of the wall. What trickery is this? She didn’t pause long to consider. A few steps further and the way ahead seemed blocked again, when her probing hand found solid stone. She quickly felt around and found another opening on her left. She squeezed along a narrow run in the wall under the stairway and entered pitch-blackness.


  The stairs above must have hidden this small gap but they also blocked all light. That was no matter, Cassandra was used to that. Her beating heart began to slow down as the feeling of success sunk in. She had made it.


  Feeling her way through the darkness, the passage twisted each and every way, deep into the thickness of the wall. She stopped after each turn, trying to orientate herself and stay on top of which direction she was facing, but it was almost impossible in the near darkness. Tiny glimmers of light poked through miniscule but perfectly made holes that ran through the stone.


  Who made these passages? Who would build a fortress with so many secret ways in and around it?


  Eventually, she hit what seemed to be a dead end. She found a lever and yanked on it. The floor under her disappeared and she plummeted down. It was all she could do not to scream in shock. Her head thudded off the rungs of a ladder as she descended.


  Dazed and pained, she groaned getting to her feet. She felt around and found there were four directions she could take. She could not be sure which way they went. She needed to head west to get out of the Bastion. One seemed to run behind her and back under the inner courtyard. Two branched off, presumably following the shape of the jagged wall. Only one stretched off ahead of her.


  Well I don’t have many options.


  She walked down the well-paved passage, which offered plenty of space to manoeuvre. After a time, she grew more confident in her pace. There was nothing but smooth stone all around. She kept a cautious hand outstretched to feel for openings or the end of the route. At first, she seemed to descend further into the earth and worried she might only be delving deeper under the fortress. Thankfully, she began to climb back up. When she reached the tunnel’s end, she felt around, feeling out for the familiar numerals, stone tabs or levers she was used to from the tower. She found the lever some yards back and, when she pulled on it, two great sections of the roof caved in, bringing in earth, leaves, roots and other debris, as well as rays from a sinking sun. Her eyes burned from the sudden influx of light and she curled up to shield herself.


  Emerging from her own cocoon, Cassandra stepped outside. The trapdoors must have been on a timing mechanism for they closed behind her. She exhaled with relief. For several long moments, she simply stared out at the world. The whole world beyond the walls of the Bastion lay before her now. She was out. She was free. She was no longer confined by those great walls and battlements. Despite her years of dreaming for this moment, she realised she was horribly exposed and was without food or shelter. Somehow, she needed to find Trask.


  Now what do I do?


  Spinning around, she discovered she was far away from the Bastion. The fortress looked small enough to scoop up in her hand. The rolling plains swept towards the high outer walls like waves and she had traversed so far from her prison that the edge of a small wood was not far behind her. Tiny, flickering torches were beginning to be lit along the arrow-headed platforms as the sun continued to fall. She needed to find Trask fast and prayed he was somewhere she could reach. It seemed foolish to try and seek out those who would surely pack her back to the wizard if they discovered who she was, but she had no choice. The main road leading west from the Bastion was visible from the line of the baggage train, a trail of wagons, horses and marching men stretching off for miles.


  Moving lightly on her feet, she sped along to the outer edge of the wood and closed the gap to the road. She noticed that small groups were emerging and entering the treeline. As she moved from trunk to trunk, Cassandra considered that she might join the column along with them.


  Some were foraging for food amongst the wild forest while others were attending to calls of more natural matters. One pair, a huntress and a red-eyed man, had abandoned their baskets to get more intimate among the ferns and shrubs. Cassandra inched forward, cringing at the woman’s giggling, and silently lifted one of their wicker baskets.


  She made her way towards the baggage train, head held high as if nothing were amiss. She hadn’t noticed her hunger until she glimpsed the basket’s contents. Yellow, smooth, capped mushrooms with gill-like ridges blossomed like flowers with pale stems. Dotted around were warm red and orange alderberries, even some silver ones could be seen. She picked out and ate a silver alderberry. Her hunger seemed to subside as she swallowed the sweet fruit. She felt a small kick to the back of her head and felt energised.


  One last push to Trask.


  Her ploy paid off when she approached the road. No one questioned her with her basket of goods, and the darkness hid her face and lack of a full uniform. She passed dozens of wagons before she found him.


  “Trask,” she hissed under her breath, sidling up beside him.


  He nearly dropped his reins. “Cass?” he said, shocked. “How—”


  “Hide me!” she urged.


  Trask peered around anxiously then began to slow his steed. He jumped down, took the basket from her, led her round to the back and lifted the tarred, waterproof canvas.


  “Get in, quickly,” he insisted lowly. “I’ve never seen them so agitated. We’ve to travel through the night, for all the good it will do. It will take days to reach the Boreacs.”


  “Will the horses even manage for that long?” Cassandra asked, clambering into the back of the wagon.


  “Probably not,” Trask said. “But those red-eyed folks will likely take over. More strength and twice the stamina of a horse.”


  “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” she reassured him, though she cursed herself for doing so. If he did get cold feet then she might miss her chance.


  “I made a promise I’d get you out one day, and I’m going to keep it,” he told her firmly. “Besides, I—”


  “Quickly boy!” A deep and cracked voice rang. “Get moving.”


  “Yes, sir!” Trask snapped back. “Right away, sir.”


  Cassandra heard footsteps leading off and breathed easier. Trask finished strapping the cover over the wagon.


  “I sometimes wish they would just keep their normal eyes. Those red eyes are unnatural,” he said with a little shiver. “Still, whatever Castallan does to them, it makes them bloody tough.”


  “They shouldn’t fight for that monster,” Cassandra said.


  “But they should fight for dragons?” Trask asked tersely.


  She halted herself in retorting. Their dispute on this matter was never resolved. Trask blamed the dragons for the south’s misfortune after the last war, as so many in the Southern Dales did. They blamed Brevia too for doing little to alleviate their suffering, if Trask and those she had overheard were anything to go by. That woman, Winnie, certainly thought Castallan was the better option.


  Cassandra did not know enough about life beyond the Bastion to decide for herself. Trask might work for the wizard but the matter was simple for her. Castallan consorted with demons and anyone who did so could not be worth allying with.


  Under the heavy cloth, Cassandra’s senses were dulled significantly. The clop of the horse’s hooves were muffled but she felt the full effect of the jarring bumps as the wagon rolled on. She ferreted around very carefully in the crate where Trask had placed her sword. She extracted it and managed to tie it back round her waist. Though the ride hurt immensely, Cassandra couldn’t help but smile the purest smile she ever had.


  I am free!


  Chapter 11


  VISIONS AND FEATHERS


  DARNUIR’S VISION WAS blurred. He thought he saw the outline of a man with hair swept back in an arc before him. The man was speaking, though his words were muffled. Darnuir had the vague sense of being amused at how the speaker occasionally tripped up over his words.


  His vision did not clear at all but his hearing began to sharpen and he made out some of the man’s words,


  “… with that, and enough time, I will find the answer for you, for us!” he said, a little nervously.


  “You are sure?” Darnuir asked him in a considered tone. “I seek answers,” he reminded the man, “not more questions.”


  “I am, though it will take a deal of secrecy…” The rest of his speech became jarred again. Darnuir’s vision swirled and he felt like he was being sucked upwards and away from his own body.


  He awoke with a terrible start, heart pounding and head dotted with beads of sweat. In his sleep, he must have taken hold of his new sword, for the Dragon’s Blade was halfway out of its sheath, the ruby eyes glowing intensely. Dawn broke almost as soon as he woke and strands of cool light ushered in the new day. He had slept on the hard floor of the lodge, which had largely survived the flames, and was amongst the first to rise. He felt exhausted; his head ached and there was a nasty, bitter taste in his mouth. Breakfast had never seemed so delightful.


  He trudged slowly across the ruined square to the tavern, his muscles unwilling to move with any haste. Ash and soot from the infernos gently trickled down in place of snowflakes. Where the ground had once been pure white and muddy earth, there was now a sea of human blood and darker demon gore, mixing together in a foul concoction underfoot. Blood, thinned with melted snow, squelched loudly with each step.


  Everyone stopped what they were doing when he entered the beaten tavern. Hunter and huntress alike peered at him, some apprehensively, some in awe and some in fear. The broken doors lay up against the bar and a large pile of glass had been swept to one side. He remembered how he had fought at the end and it made him uneasy. He remembered his actions as if from afar. He had looked on from the back of his own mind as his body performed feats he never knew it could. Something, or someone, had taken control of him, and he suspected the sword was to blame. Perhaps Brackendon might be able to explain it. His fate was uncertain. Eve’s was not.


  She was gone.


  Darnuir had not quite processed it. The image of her slumped up against the wall around the tree and Balack’s face when he saw her was burnt into his mind. I must not think on it. I must not think on it. His mind did not obey but remained fixated on it as his body absentmindedly collected his ration of porridge and found a quiet spot on the floor to sit. There was no useable furniture left.


  He spooned the food into his mouth mechanically. It was watery and wanted for milk. We must have run out. A pinch of salt or crushed alderberries wouldn’t have gone amiss either, though he would have favoured the berries. It was not just the taste but the colour. Alder bushes grew their fruit whichever way they fancied. Berries of all kind ripened on them; small, perfect spheres in red, green, blue, orange, even silver, each one a touch sweeter or tangier than the others. Yes, he would have liked to have seen some colour, though perhaps not more red. Sadly, there were none to hand. We must have run out of everything.


  “Darnuir,” Cosmo said, his voicing reaching Darnuir as if from afar. Cosmo crouched down, waving a hand in front of Darnuir. Darnuir’s senses sharpened and only then did he realise he had dripped spoonfuls of his breakfast down his front.


  “Yes,” Darnuir said hoarsely.


  Cosmo patted his shoulder as he sat down beside him, wincing in pain as he did so.


  “You’re like a son to me, you know that,” Cosmo began. “Balack is too in a way, and Eve was like family as well.” He paused for a long minute as if in respect. “It hurts. It aches. I don’t think I have felt this empty after a victory in my whole life.”


  Darnuir muttered an agreement and took another spoonful of porridge into his mouth to avoid having to give a verbal response.


  “I know that some of us will miss her even more,” Cosmo continued, and he flicked his eyes towards the hunched form of Balack, sitting as far away from Darnuir as he could. “But the only thing that will help is time. Words won’t. People try to comfort through words and it rarely helps. Just be there for him, okay? And I will be here for both of you.”


  Darnuir tried to speak but his throat felt dried out from the grief. “I’ll do what I can for him,” he managed to say. Cosmo could not know that a generous helping of guilt racked at him as well. Can I ever tell Balack what happened now? Will it be worse or better now he cannot confront her? A small part of him felt almost relieved such an encounter could now never occur, and felt disgusted with himself for thinking it. “How is Brackendon?” Darnuir asked, feeling it best to switch topics.


  “Rather ill,” Cosmo said sadly. “He could barely stand upright and those who had watched over him in the night said that he had all the symptoms of a terrible fever, although he lacked any temperature. He writhed in his sleep and, after his wails had subsided, he curled up in a foetal position, muttering incoherently.”


  “Cosmo,” Darnuir began in sorrow. “I am so sorry. I—”


  “It is not your fault.”


  “But it was me who—”


  “It was a battle, Darnuir,” Cosmo said gently. “Brackendon knew the risks and you hardly meant it.” Darnuir pushed his oats around his bowl but didn’t eat any more. “We’ll be leaving today,” Cosmo announced, his tone becoming more business-like. “The civilians are making their way back from the edge of town and we’ll leave as soon as possible.”


  Darnuir had guessed as much. What else is there to do? “Where will we go?” he asked.


  “I’m not sure,” Cosmo admitted. “But technically, that isn’t my decision.”


  “Well, if Scythe is still alive then he’ll be able to—”


  “No, Darnuir. It is not his decision either,” Cosmo interrupted. “The truth is that you hold all the authority here, in theory.” Darnuir’s mouth somehow felt even drier than it had before.


  “There are no dragons here; I’m not your king, am I?” he said, not really believing he was king of anything.


  “I thought you wanted to lead one day?”


  “One day, yes,” Darnuir stressed. “Far off, I’d always assumed. When I had a lot more experience. And I saw myself as Captain, not as king of a people whom I’ve never met nor have the faintest idea where they even are. Now, fancy that, a king who has misplaced his subjects.”


  Cosmo did not seem entirely in the mood to coddle him. “If that sword didn’t just answer to one dragon, and if your kind were not so stubborn, then perhaps none of this would have happened. Brackendon and I might not have gone out of our way to keep you alive. You probably would have died that night. I saw you, hot and shaking from a poison in your veins.” He leaned in so Darnuir was forced to look at him. “Whether you like it or not, you’ll be in charge soon.”


  “And do you think I am ready for that?”


  “No,” Cosmo said. “I am to blame for that, for not preparing you more. I knew it was coming after all, yet I don’t know what I might have done for you. I’ve never wanted to lead and I still don’t. I’m hoping Scythe survived in the station more than anything right now.”


  “You may not want it but you do it well,” Darnuir said. “The men respect and follow you.”


  “The benefit of being one of the oldest and most experienced, Darnuir. Don’t be mistaken; it is my years here, not me personally, that make them follow me.”


  Darnuir decided to silently disagree. He is a born leader who does not wish to lead, whilst I was born to lead and have no choice about it. The unfairness of it struck him then, not the injustice towards those who found themselves in charge but to those who had no choice in who led them.


  “I don’t have years, Cosmo,” he said.


  “Then you’ll have to earn it!” Cosmo said. “It won’t be so hard. Your performance last night has gone a long way towards that, and you will be thoroughly involved in all major decisions henceforth. Whether you like it or not.”


  “That wasn’t me, Cosmo. I lost control of myself. I don’t know what happened.”


  “Well, lose control like that a few more times and the war will be won,” Cosmo said, getting to his feet. “Finish up and then come help us outside. We could use a strong dragon like yourself.”


  ***


  The survivors wasted no time in leaving Cold Point to begin their slog through the Boreac Mountains. One week had now passed and they drew close to Farlen at the base of the mountain range. Each day consisting of waking, eating, walking and sleeping. Every night, Darnuir watched the same dream play in his head. The cautious man, the request for things unknown, and his own perplexing demand: “I seek answers.” Darnuir only hoped that it would change soon, or at least that he would forget it like other dreams. Yet there was something different about these visions; it was almost as if they were real.


  Their column meandered solemnly, feeling nothing like the freshly-liberated ought to. What few poor beasts of burden remained to them dragged laden carts, filled with their last provisions, the sick and those still wounded. Grace was sitting in one of them, her pregnancy now heavy upon her. This journey is the last thing she needs. Cosmo walked alongside her, giving up his place at the head of the group alongside Darnuir, Garon and even Brackendon, who had emerged shortly before they departed, looking sallow and shaken. Despite appearing at death’s door, the wizard insisted that he did not require aid. He had walked alongside Darnuir for the most part, though he had shivered noticeably in the cold. However, the air had become palpably warmer now they were in the lower part of the range. The ruins of Farlen came into view and the change in climate seemed to do good for Brackendon.


  “You seem steadier on your feet,” Darnuir remarked, noticing that the wizard was standing more upright.


  “I’ll survive,” Brackendon reassured. He shook a little. “Compared to breaking, this feels like a pin prick.”


  “What will happen now?” Garon inquired, marching alongside them.


  “Little until I acquire a new staff,” Brackendon replied. “Now I only have my own body to rely on, and it truly is a feeble thing.” He raised his half-scaled hand in making his point.


  “Where can you get another?” Darnuir asked.


  “Not from the markets in Brevia,” Brackendon said. “No matter how articulate they are in their pitch. A smoothed, wooden branch is not enough. I shall have to rely on the fairies once again.”


  “Just as well you arrived when you did,” said Scythe, a slight edge to his voice. “I assumed it was the end for us.”


  Scythe had emerged from the station with even darker rings under his eyes, adding further to his gauntness, but otherwise, he and his men were unharmed. The Captain and his company had rendezvoused with the survivors of Cold Point in Ascent.


  “What happened on your side, Captain?” Garon asked. “I was worried that the demons had finished you off.”


  “They clawed at the station’s gate so much, I thought they would blunt their weapons and leave themselves unarmed,” Scythe stated in his typically efficient brusqueness. “After half a day, they relented and must have thrown themselves at Cold Point instead. We could barely believe it when the report came in from the southern observation deck that they were fleeing through the mountains a few days later.”


  “I can barely believe it either,” Darnuir said.


  “Hmmm,” said Scythe. “Well then, boy. Tell me everything. Don’t leave a detail out. I hear you’re quite the hero?” All present contributed to informing Scythe. As the Captain heard of all that had occurred at Cold Point, his lips drew into a thinner line with each new revelation. “So be it,” he sniffed after the tale was done. “I shall ensure you are involved in all decisions henceforth, my lord of dragons.” A courtesy that he showed no sign of revelling in.


  Darnuir suspected that Scythe’s annoyance was born out of the new, confusing chain of command. Leadership was now a fluid concept. Many looked to Cosmo, as they had always done; some to Garon, when Cosmo made it clear that his priority was to look after Grace; and some even directly to Darnuir, although he never felt sure what to say. These people were, after all, those he had lived, worked and fought alongside his whole life. To suddenly be thrust into a position of responsibility over them, many far older than he was, felt unnatural.


  Eventually, they entered Farlen. As they picked their way through the debris, Darnuir stopped beside the surviving monument in town. A life-sized warrior, holding his sword forward in one hand and holding an oversized shield in the other, protecting a crouching child. As it was made of stone, it had endured the fires, though it was charred in places. A brief inscription was etched beneath the figures’ feet.


  In memory of Dronithir, Prince of Dragons. Mankind’s greatest friend.


  A hand took hold of Darnuir’s arm. “I sense something here,” Brackendon murmured. “There is some magic at work.”


  “In what way?” Darnuir asked, as his hand moved to his sword.


  “It is hard to say. It is just a feeling,” Brackendon said as if it pained him. He began to twitch.


  “Don’t strain yourself,” Darnuir implored.


  “I must try,” Brackendon hissed through gritted teeth. “What if it is something sent against us?”


  “Would you be able to stop it if it is?”


  “No,” the wizard said mournfully. “’Tis strange, Darnuir. It is two feelings; one familiar and one I have never encountered before.”


  “What is this familiar one?”


  “I cannot be sure, but this unknown thing, it unnerves me more.” He let go of Darnuir’s arm.


  Darnuir felt a great sympathy for the wizard. This man has done so much for me, and I barely know him.


  “Back at Cold Point,” Darnuir began sheepishly, “before the battle began. Why were you late in giving the signal?”


  “I was afraid,” Brackendon said. “There is no good in denying it. The last time I fought with magic, I broke. I think you would hesitate as well.”


  “Then how can I possibly rely on you?” Darnuir snapped maliciously. The words had come from his mouth but he had not meant to say them. His head suddenly ached and he lifted his fingers to squeeze the point between his eyes. What was that? Why did I say that? Brackendon frowned and backed away from Darnuir at the outburst. “I’m sorry,” Darnuir apologised. “I don’t know what came over me.”


  “Hmmmph,” Brackendon grumbled and took his leave. Darnuir thought about going after him but saw that Scythe was approaching.


  “I suggest we rest here for now, ‘my lord’,” he said stiffly. “We ought to send scouts to check that the passage north to the Dales is clear.”


  Darnuir nodded in agreement.


  “You don’t need to address me like that, Captain,” he said.


  “No?” Scythe mused. “Very well. I’d rather not in any case. There stands the only dragon I might have followed willingly.” He wafted a hand towards the monument of the long-dead prince. “He was able to set aside his arrogance.”


  “Only after he was taken prisoner,” Darnuir noted. “Or so the stories go. Before that, he launched the Second War between humanity and dragons and killed many of us.”


  “Us?” Scythe questioned. “You are a dragon not a human, are you not?”


  “I suppose,” Darnuir said, though the notion still felt absurd. He did not know what he was. “People always speak indifferently of the dragons or with disdain but are dragons not on our side?”


  Scythe sniffed loudly. “I fought in the last war. I was young, of course, not much older than yourself, stationed out east before the demons began rolling back our efforts. There was this one commander, one of those legates who command a dragon legion, with his ridiculous, red-plumed helmet; well, I would question his intent. The demons, I recall, outnumbered us by then. The legion of dragons was less than half its size, and we humans had fared worse. We humans begged the legate to fall back to Aurisha, whereas the dragons seemed indifferent to whatever fate that hapless leader cooked up for them. He decided to hold his ground, and when the enemy came, imagine whom he put at the front?”


  “The humans?” Darnuir said, sensing where this was going.


  “Indeed,” Scythe said. A strange expression crossed his face that was part laughter and part madness. “He still had over a thousand heavy-armoured dragons and yet he put humanity on the front. Said we were to lure them into a false sense of victory, draw their lines thin so that his dragons could charge them. And did that charge of his ever come?”


  Darnuir did not answer.


  “No,” seethed Scythe.


  “You must have won the day somehow,” Darnuir noted. “Else you would not be here.”


  “We were saved in the end by reinforcements from the Prince. The Prince! The Prince! The Prince! I heard the dragons call. I assume that was you?”


  “It must have been, though I have no memory of it,” Darnuir said.


  Scythe looked again to the statue in obvious disgust.


  “What’s wrong?” Darnuir asked.


  “I hated this thing from the moment I arrived,” Scythe said. “Look at how humanity portrayed itself. A cowering child in need of a strong protector. We should have more faith in ourselves. Yet here we are again. A broken people who needed a dragon to save us.”


  “If you have a problem with me, Scythe—”


  “No, no…” Scythe said. “Please do not think me purely bitter. I have lost much and often, for those like me, especially in the south, bitterness is all we have left. Yet I have not forgotten Demon’s Folly, Darnuir, nor how the Legions held strong there. My only regret is that Brevia does not feel it has the strength to hold its own. At Demon’s Folly, at Cold Point, and with Dronithir during the Second War, we needed a dragon to save us. I think it is time we helped ourselves.”


  “On that Captain, I quite agree,” Darnuir said. What had Scythe lost? He had a mind to ask Scythe but the hunter had already given him the smallest of bows and stalked off.


  Darnuir had not been prepared for such an outpouring but was glad for it. He would need to get to know the Captain better if they were to work closely together. He then realised how very useless he must look, seemingly admiring the monument for this length of time. Yet he was not sure what he should do. He had always been given tasks to do and now he was left to his own devices. Through the gathering crowd, he saw Cosmo helping Grace down from her wagon while Balack unloaded it. He went to aid his friend but, when the task was done, Balack quietly left him without saying a word. Darnuir wished someone would tell him what he was supposed to do. With Balack and with everything.


  He turned to examine the road out of the mountains; a dirt and gravel track that widened considerably as it left Farlen, sloping out of sight. The main road out of the mountains would take them a little too close to Castallan’s territory for comfort but it was the quickest way to leave. What route they would take then, Darnuir did not know. It had not been discussed at length yet. I hope they are not relying on me to make this decision?


  A rather uncomfortable feeling of being watched suddenly crept over him. He found the offending pair of eyes off in the distance, belonging to an eagle perched on a tree branch hanging high over the road. Such birds were not uncommon in the mountains but it was staring with an unnatural intensity. It cocked its head as Darnuir looked back at it and then smoothly began to glide closer to him, landing on a burned shell of Farlen’s tavern. It was not a large creature, its wingspan was perhaps about as wide as Darnuir could stretch his own arms. It had a tawny body and white feathers on its wings, tail and legs. A sharp yellow beak snapped playfully as it continued to peer at him.


  “What do you want?” Darnuir found himself asking stupidly.


  Its response was to move its gaze from his face down to his sword. He instinctively took hold of the hilt, though these eagles had never been known to attack a person. It continued to look towards the Dragon’s Blade, stretching its neck forth as if it were trying to get a better look. Darnuir edged the sword out of its sheath just a little bit and the eagle threw its head back in a squeal of approval. It stood up on its legs and extended its wings, flapping them madly. Finishing its bizarre show, the eagle twisted its head to face back down the pathway out of Farlen. It raised a wing and swept it back and forth whilst alternatively looking at him and the path.


  “Are you telling me to follow you?” he asked quietly. It cawed loudly then flew off down the path, landing on an outcrop of rock and making the same sweeping motion with its wing. Was this the unknown presence that worried Brackendon? If it was then he was better off not going after it. But he was intrigued. With the perplexing, recurring dreams and now this, Darnuir was beginning to fear for his sanity. Recklessly, he chased after the bird.


  He heard calls out to him as he left Farlen but did not look back. He did not intend to follow it too far. The bird swooped forward, looking back to ensure he was following. As they neared the point where the road turned, he stopped to draw his sword and was pleased that he managed it in one stroke, even if was still heavy. Ahead, he saw the eagle circling an area of fir trees with colourful alderberry bushes underneath. Darnuir approached more cautiously. There was a body. A crumpled body, whose face was obscured by wavy black hair, flattened the bushes.


  Chapter 12


  BEAUTY AND THE WITCH


  “SHE’S A SPY, clearly!” snarled Scythe, leaning over the splintered table. “The whole thing reeks of suspicion, Darnuir. I’m surprised you were foolish enough to be lured away like that.”


  Scythe, Darnuir, Cosmo, Brackendon and Garon were sat in council inside what was once Farlen’s tavern. It afforded little privacy as half the roof had been burnt away and one wall was missing. Still, it was better than right out in the open. A frayed map of western Tenalp lay before them.


  “I didn’t sense there was any danger,” Darnuir lied.


  “It hardly matters now,” Cosmo intervened. “But in future, Darnuir, do not be so reckless.”


  “I can handle myself,” Darnuir protested.


  “Could you can handle a pack of spectres on your own?” Scythe sneered.


  “Could you?” Darnuir retorted.


  “Enough,” snapped Cosmo.


  “You didn’t see him at Cold Point, Captain,” Garon stated proudly. “I’m not sure a score of spectres would trouble him.” He gave Darnuir a quick wink.


  “I think we can all agree that his swordsmanship is of an acceptably high level,” Brackendon said. “The question before us is this girl. What was her name, err, Cassandra?”


  Garon leaned back a little, hands behind his head. “Aye, that’s what she said. Pretty girl too, eh, Darnuir?” He shot him a knowing look.


  She is utterly and spectacularly beautiful. But, given that he was supposed to be a king, Darnuir felt it would be best not to respond with too much enthusiasm. “Yes. Yes, she is.”


  Garon raised an eyebrow at him.


  “All the more evidence that she should not be trusted,” Scythe said. “I doubt Castallan would send a homely agent to entice you into a trap.”


  “But there was no trap,” Cosmo said. “Not that I am suggesting we shouldn’t be cautious. I am merely being fair, Scythe.”


  “She was badly wounded,” Darnuir added, “and she looked pale, drained, exhausted.”


  “Of course,” Scythe said simply. “I forgot that Castallan is incapable of trickery. We should just take her completely at her word.”


  “She was armed, Darnuir,” Garon added diplomatically. “Not the best sword in the world, I grant you, I wouldn’t want to hunt a rabbit with it, but she had one all the same.”


  “The gash on her arm was deep,” Brackendon explained. “She has lost a substantial amount of blood. I can’t use magic to help her but the healers think she will make it. I sensed no sorcery at work, however, and I believe it genuine.”


  Scythe grumbled at this stumbling block in his argument. “Still, her story is unconvincing.”


  “She was half-dead when she murmured it to me,” Brackendon said.


  “So she claims to have been a prisoner at the Bastion,” Cosmo said in disbelief. “That she recently broke out and, what, just happened to head straight for us?”


  “I thought you were being fair?” said Darnuir.


  “Darnuir, I trust you,” Cosmo replied. “I trust Brackendon; I trust Garon; and I trust Scythe. But I do not trust her. That is fair.”


  “And what of this pet eagle of hers?” Garon asked.


  “I don’t think it is hers—” Darnuir began.


  “Quite!” Scythe said, slapping the table once more. “It will be Castallan’s pet creature.”


  “Ah,” said Brackendon softly, bringing his hands together in an audible clasp. “I do not think we need worry about the bird.”


  “Know something do you, wizard?” Scythe said.


  “You say it had white feathers?” Brackendon directed at Darnuir.


  “At the tips of its wings and on its tail.”


  “Then we should not need to worry,” Brackendon said happily.


  “Are you going to enlighten us?” Scythe asked.


  “When I am certain,” Brackendon said. “What is more pressing is the other information she offered. She claims Castallan is amassing all his forces outside the Boreac Mountains. If we leave by Farlen’s road, we’ll be slaughtered.”


  “A trick,” Scythe said simply, “to ward us off from leaving the mountains; to buy the enemy more time to truly block off all escape.”


  “Either way, what choice do we have?” Darnuir asked. “How else are we to leave the Boreacs?”


  “There are many smaller, narrower and slower routes, of course,” Cosmo said. “But patrols of hunters navigating them is one thing. We have over a thousand people and would be carrying a great deal of baggage, even if we did reduce it to the bare necessities.”


  “We wouldn’t have much to get rid of,” Garon observed. “Food dwindles with every meal and the demons seem to have either slaughtered or chased off all the game.”


  “Then we must make a decision and make it soon,” said Brackendon. “I say we make for the other passages.”


  “This is a matter for the hunters, Brackendon,” Scythe sneered. “You are here because our lord dragon wishes it.”


  Brackendon, who was normally so considered and congenial, twitched his nose and leaned towards Scythe. “And what would the Captain advise?”


  “Wait, send scouts and gain intelligence. If there is an army massing then it won’t be hard to find.”


  “Those passages lead out into the Cairlav Marshes,” said Garon, tapping a finger on the appropriate place on the map. “We’d hardly be able to make a quick escape that way.”


  “What is our way?” Darnuir asked. He was beginning to feel this would only become an argument. “Well?” he asked of the table. “What is our plan? Where are we going? What is our destination? Maybe then we can better pick one of our options.”


  He was met with silence and then all four men answered at once. Garon and Scythe said, “Brevia,” while Brackendon and Cosmo said, “Val’tarra.” More silence followed, punctuated only by Darnuir’s exasperated sigh. Of course. I would have the casting vote.


  “I’m curious, Brackendon,” Scythe said. “What was the plan? Your plan I mean. You make your grand return to Cold Point and boldly proclaim Darnuir to be King of Dragons. Then what was to happen?”


  “As I said,” Brackendon began calmly, “I planned for us to make for Val’tarra. Just Darnuir and myself, or as few others as possible. With Darnuir’s stamina and my magic, we could have made excellent time, but fate has taken us down a different route.”


  “You said Kasselle was sending help?” Cosmo inquired.


  “Indeed,” Brackendon said. “That is why I say we make for Val’tarra. Close the distance between ourselves and whatever aid she has sent.”


  “Tell me,” Scythe said with feigned curiosity, “had any fairy army or task force left Val’tarra prior to you leaving? What kind of help did she promise to send?”


  “No to the first,” Brackendon said. “And I am not certain. She just said ‘help would come’.” The wizard came across a little deflated as if the rashness of his move had suddenly hit him. “I trust her, Scythe,” he added in his defence. “Kasselle will not abandon us.”


  “No, I fear you are right on that,” Scythe said in his well-practiced sneer. “The fairies are well trained in jumping to a dragon’s roar.”


  “Captain, please,” Darnuir said, wary of Scythe’s growing animosity. “We have heard that side of things. Now, Garon, why Brevia?”


  “Seems like the natural thing to do,” Garon said. “Above all, we need to reach aid quickly so I am not opposed to making for Val’tarra, if that will be better for us. I admit that getting to Brevia would be more dangerous. Making straight for the capital from here would mean drawing dangerously close to the Bastion.”


  “We would never have to enter Castallan’s lands,” Scythe reassured them. “His extend of control isn’t so great.”


  “Not officially,” said Brackendon. “But those borders were never clearly defined and they will be particularly volatile now.”


  “I’ve patrolled those borders, wizard,” Scythe said. “Have you? In any case, I place my faith in my own people,” he added proudly. “Humanity will help humanity. Why place so much stock in the fairies over our own kind?”


  “And what of the dragons?” Darnuir asked. “Where are they?” He felt ridiculous in having to ask.


  “Most likely scattered throughout human settlements,” Scythe said. “Even more reason to make for the capital. It will be easier to send out the call from there.”


  “Brackendon said there had been a lot of movement throughout the kingdom,” Garon said. “Can you add anything to that, Captain? Could it be the dragons?”


  Scythe frowned. “No such reports reached me before I left Brevia. If there has been such disturbances then they must have happened recently.”


  They all looked to Brackendon. “From what I gathered, sections of the population were vanishing or moving. It may be the dragons or it may not. If it is them then it is curious. The whole reason they disappeared was because they had no king to follow.”


  “So, if not Darnuir, who are they following?” Cosmo asked.


  “Precisely!” Brackendon said. “All the more reason to seek refuge in Val’tarra. There, we can assess the situation and gather the fairies as well. A dragon king has not set foot in their forest for generations. Darnuir’s presence will be a welcomed piece of diplomacy.”


  “Mankind has the greater strength,” Scythe insisted. “Both in militarily power and wider resources. We can make our appeals to the fairies then and we may even get word from the Lord of the Isles at the Nail Head. In fact,” Scythe added, standing triumphantly and placing a long finger on the map, “we could find passage across Loch Minian and avoid Castallan’s borders completely!”


  “No!” Cosmo said. They were all a little startled at the force of his reaction.


  Does he hate the capital so much?


  “Scythe, I’m sorry but I must disagree,” Cosmo continued more tactfully. “Aside from the unlikely event that there would be passage for everyone, taking ships across the loch would require reaching its southern shore. We cannot travel the usual road through the Crown Lands to Brevia for fear of Castallan, and so to reach the loch with any safety, we would have to traverse the Cairlav Marshes instead; and if we are making that journey, we are as well pushing further west, through the marshes, and make for Val’tarra.”


  Scythe made to say something but stopped himself. He seemed to know he had been defeated. “What say you, Darnuir?”


  Darnuir did not feel like there was a great deal of choice. Both paths seemed desperate. He had reservations about trusting the word of a fairy queen he knew nothing of, and his trust on Brackendon was largely still based on Cosmo, who absolutely did not want to go to Brevia. Darnuir was sympathetic with Scythe’s position; humanity would be more familiar to deal with. The hulking form of Griswald saved him having to announce a decision.


  “Beg yer pardon,” he said, “but the girl has woken up.”


  “Well?” snapped Scythe. “Has she said anything?”


  Griswald gave his thick beard a few hard tugs. “Erm, no, Cap’n, not really. Just keeps asking to see Darnuir and won’t talk to anyone else.”


  Secretly glad for the opportunity to leave, Darnuir rose. “I need some time to make my decision,” he told the room. “Perhaps she will have some more precise information for us.”


  Scythe looked disapproving, Cosmo mentioned something about Grace and Brackendon tried to steady a shaking hand. He looked ill again.


  “Well don’t take too long,” Garon said. “We don’t have much time.”


  Farlen had become one large campsite, with barely a space of soft ground unused. As they made their way through the bustle, Darnuir felt the stares follow him. Do they blame me for their hardship?


  “Don’t worry too much, lad,” Griswald reassured him. “They’re just looking for the next move. Sitting around on yer arse rather than taking action can cause more anxiety.”


  “I will make my decision before nightfall,” Darnuir said.


  He saw Balack practising with his bow, sending shots into the logs of a house, yet his manner of drawing and aiming was peculiar. In his hand, he held three or maybe four arrows and was attempting to draw one while still holding the others in his hand. On one attempt, Balack managed to fire one arrow then re-draw using one he had from his bunch in rapid succession. Impressive, Darnuir thought. However, the display was marred when Balack promptly dropped the rest. Darnuir resolved to speak to Balack soon. He wouldn’t let Balack avoid him forever.


  Past more tents and more concerned faces, they approached a small hut that was miraculously unspoiled by the flames. Cassandra was held here due to the fact that it had four walls and a roof. Two guards, a hunter and a huntress, stood by the door; Darnuir recognised the huntress.


  “Ava, Mardin,” Griswald said to them respectively. “She been any trouble?”


  “Not at all,” Ava told him. “We gave her some food but the only other thing she asks for is to see Darnuir.”


  “Do you wish us to remain by, Darnuir… I mean, my lord,” the hunter called Mardin said awkwardly. He was not much older than Darnuir was.


  “There is really no need to call me…” Darnuir found himself saying but stopped. It would not do in the long run. “Stay close,” he said with more certainty. “I do not know how long this will take.”


  “Right, well, good luck tae ye,” Griswald said and left Darnuir at the door. Darnuir drew in a long breath before entering.


  Their prisoner, the girl called Cassandra, sat upon a battered chair. Light crept in through two smashed windows at the back of the hut, which equally let in the chilled air. Her hands were bound behind her and her legs to the chair. There was some more colour to her face now and her wound had been neatly patched up. Despite the turmoil she had clearly been through, she was still beautiful. Her long, thick hair crashed in dark waves around her neck and shoulders, and delicately hid some of her face. Her green eyes reminded him of Cosmo’s somehow. They seemed radiant behind her strands of hair and took stock of him. As her lips drew back into what Darnuir could only describe as a perfect smile, he froze. Was this how Balack felt when he looked at Eve? He now felt biased for this interview.


  Cassandra’s flawless smile dropped slowly as she gently asked, “Are you him?”


  “Yes,” he said foolishly, feeling he could listen to her talk forever. She tilted her head a little and raised an eyebrow at him. “Yes, I am Darnuir,” he added.


  “Good,” she said crisply. Her head snapped back to its regular position and her voice hardened. “Prove it,” she commanded.


  “What?” Darnuir said, taken aback. “Prove it? How?”


  “Your sword? The Dragon’s Blade can emit fire.” She sat expectantly.


  Darnuir’s stomach sank a little. He would not soon forget Brackendon’s staff tree. “It isn’t that simple,” he said, folding his arms. “And, in any case, how do you know that?”


  “Never is, is it?” she said wistfully. “I’ve read about it and Chelos told me. He was your steward in Aurisha. He must have known you and your family for decades.”


  “He may well have but I have no memories of my past life.”


  “Past life?” Cassandra said perplexed.


  “Sounds mad, does it not?” Darnuir said. “Were it not for the sword, I would never have believed them. Watch this.” He took out his sword and threw it away. The Dragon’s Blade bounced on the floor then whizzed back to his waiting hand. “How’s that for proof?” He hoped he might have gotten another smile out of her but she did not react at all.


  “Yes, quite impressive,” Cassandra said. She tossed her head to remove the hair from her face. “It is still a sword though? Cut me out of these ropes?”


  “They say I shouldn’t trust you.”


  “Is that why they took my sword away? I promise I won’t hurt you, oh mighty Dragon King,” she said sardonically.


  Darnuir raised his eyebrows at her. Perhaps she realised that such an approach would get her nowhere for she quickly changed her tone. “I don’t like being trapped,” she said much more softly, almost like a plea. She shivered.


  “You’re not dressed for this weather,” Darnuir said. “Those scraps of hunter leather you have on are from the Dales, am I right? Dark green and brown.” She nodded. “Well hunter armour or no, it won’t be designed for the cold like ours. The quicker we finish here, the quicker I’ll get you some of our own gear and more food.”


  “Oh how kind,” she said. “More mealy oatcakes. Perhaps you ought to take lessons from Castallan on how to treat your captives. I was treated like a proper princess there.”


  And there I thought she was going to play nice. “If it was so comfortable there then why would you leave?”


  “Would you want to be a prisoner?” she asked.


  “And were you?”


  “Of course I was!”


  “You know I have to ask the obvious,” Darnuir said.


  “No, I don’t know why…” she trailed off. “But I’ve been there my entire life. All twenty years of it. Who would do that to a person without explanation?”


  Darnuir took a few careful steps towards her and crouched down. “Cassandra, right now, I’m probably your only friend here, and that is based on a gut reaction. Everyone else thinks you are some agent of Castallan’s and that you are here to trick us, spy on us or perhaps worse. You say you have some information for us. Tell me. Tell me it all and, if I feel you’re genuine, I’ll untie you.”


  “How about you untie me first?” She stared him down, as tensely wound as any stalking lynx. “I don’t like being trapped.”


  Darnuir sighed, weighing up the situation, then, hoping that his instincts were correct, he shuffled to her side and pressed gently on her hands so his sword would not nick them. He sliced through her bonds. When freed, she brought her hands together to tend her aching wrists. He cut her legs free as well and Cassandra immediately relaxed. The tension in her body seemed to uncoil as she stretched out, but then she wrapped herself up on the chair, bringing her knees up to rest her chin on in a guarded fashion. She was a difficult person to read.


  “Thank you,” she said warmly. “For that and for finding me. It was you, wasn’t it?”


  “Yes, though I had some help,” Darnuir said. He found himself still crouched awkwardly below her so he stood back up and retreated a suitable distance. “I’ll accept for now that you do not know why you were Castallan’s prisoner but why then did you decide to come to us? Why now? Was it all about delivering this message Brackendon mentioned; of an invasion?”


  “Was he the man with the silver eyes? He seemed kind, for a wizard,” she said.


  “Yes,” Darnuir said. “Try not to avoid answers. It will only take longer.”


  “Maybe you should be careful with him,” she cautioned.


  “Cassandra,” he said annoyed.


  “Yes, I was to warn you about the invasion,” she said. “But there was also something else, about you. Castallan wants your sword. He told Zarl to capture you alive if possible.”


  “Zarl?” Darnuir said. His head was beginning to hurt again. The prodding and pounding on his mind returned softly to harass him.


  “Zarl commands Castallan’s armies,” Cassandra said. “He said he fought you at Cold Point. Do you remember fighting a man covered head to foot in red armour?”


  “Yes,” Darnuir said, recalling the dizzying experience.


  “That man is Zarl.”


  “But how do you know I fought him? Does Castallan tell you of all about his plans and battles?”


  “No. I spy on Castallan,” she said. He gave her another look of incredulity. She shrugged. “What? There is nothing else to do all day when you are imprisoned.”


  “Alright, alright,” Darnuir said, squeezing the spot between his eyes again, wondering what about the situation didn’t feel right. “So why does Castallan want my sword?”


  “Something about it being the best processor of Cascade energy,” Cassandra said. “No doubt he needs it for an awful purpose.”


  “Cascade energy?” Darnuir asked.


  “You don’t know? Magic!” she sniggered.


  “Well,” Darnuir said, feeling rather foolish, “if this Zarl was at Cold Point then he cannot be far.”


  “I tried telling that to your wizard,” she began. “There is an army massing right outside the mountains. Just waiting for you. Zarl will be with them and I suspect he will try to march right in and take you soon enough.”


  “Our Captain wants to scout things out first,” Darnuir said. “I’m inclined to agree. Otherwise we are only working on your word.”


  “If you wait, you will die,” Cassandra said bluntly. “Well, you might be hauled back to the Bastion but no one else will live. He won’t see their lives as a loss so long as he gets the sword.”


  “I am a dragon aren’t I? How do they intend to capture me? I’ll be stronger and faster than they will.” At least I should be.


  “That won’t matter,” Cassandra said. “Whatever Castallan does to those who join him, it makes them powerful. I overheard one boasting that he outran a horse. But I could not always tell who his chosen ones were. They seem normal until their eyes flash red. It’s like they can just switch it on and off at will.”


  Darnuir recalled the eyes behind the blood-red helmet. Zarl must be a foe even deadlier than a spectre. And it sounded like there were more of them.


  “If you knew I was being hunted,” Darnuir said, “then why come find me? After escaping, why put yourself in harm’s way?”


  “I did it for Chelos,” Cassandra said. “It was the whole reason he finally helped me get out. Besides, I didn’t have anywhere else to go.” She unfurled herself and leaned forward. “Have I answered enough yet?” she asked. “I’d rather not freeze.”


  “Almost,” he said. “This invasion. Presumably it is from the east?”


  Cassandra nodded. “A spectre lord called Dukoona told Castallan he wanted to use the Bastion as his seat as he made war on Brevia and Val’tarra. It was the first time I ever saw the spectre. I do not think he and Castallan are on cordial terms.”


  “Well there’s a sliver of good news,” Darnuir said. Why was everything unravelling at once? Twenty years of waiting and planning seemed to be boiling over on both sides. He slumped back against the wall and slid down until he sat upon the floor, head throbbing horribly.


  “The great Darnuir,” she observed. “Chelos described you very differently.”


  “Should I be taller?”


  “He said you were fearsome and a true dragon!” Darnuir’s spirits lifted somewhat. “But,” she continued, “he also said you could be brazen, reckless and arrogant.” She smiled at him all the same and he felt considerably better for it. She got down from her chair and sat on the floor so they were on the same level. She lifted her knees up as a rest for her chin again, crossed her feet together and wrapped her arms around herself. Her hair swept out behind her like a black cloak.


  “So why does he care enough to send you here to warn me?” Darnuir asked.


  “You’re his king,” she said. “Apparently, that is enough for them. For dragons, I mean.”


  “If all dragons follow me so blindly, then that will be their fault,” Darnuir said. “My past self sounds like a far more capable king.” His head pain stabbed particularly sore. He winced, sucking in his breath.


  “Are you okay?”


  “Yes…” he groaned, “I think my mind is just protesting at all of this.”


  “It must be hard,” Cassandra said rather awkwardly and wooden.


  “As hard as escaping from the Bastion must have been,” said Darnuir. “I want to know how you did it. That is my last question.” They sat in silence for a time. Why is she so reluctant to tell me this part of the tale? He held his tongue, allowing the silence to become unbearable.


  “I snuck out on the back of a supply cart,” she said hurriedly. “My friend helped me.”


  “So what went wrong?” Darnuir said pointing to the injury on her shoulder. Cassandra became visibly tenser. She curled up into the tighter ball and dipped her head to avoid making eye contact. “Were you attacked?” Darnuir asked further. “You and your friend? Did they make it?”


  She shook he head so lightly it was almost imperceptible. “No, he didn’t make it.” Her voice was muffled beneath her knees and hair.


  Darnuir thought it best to leave the matter be. She had been forthright about everything else. “Thank you for the warnings,” he said, “but I should go. Everyone is waiting on my decision.”


  “Wait!” Cassandra said, rising to her feet and cautiously approaching him. Her face was flushed and signs of fresh tears were plain to see. She extended out her hand to him.


  She’s offering to help me stand up? Darnuir’s mind swam in pain again, which temporarily blurred his vision. Scrunching his eyes in discomfort, he curiously took her hand. He got to his feet of his own accord but she held his hand firmly. The ache in his head subsided rapidly. The relief was joyous and Darnuir found himself beaming.


  “See?” she said, “no tricks. Do you trust me now?”


  “I’m beginning too,” he said. They were close to each other now.


  “She is too close,” a guilty voice whispered in his head.


  “I should go,” he said again more hastily.


  As he exited the hut, he ordered Ava and Mardin to fetch Cassandra more suitable clothing and extra food as promised.


  He made his way back towards the ruined tavern and found Cosmo and Scythe sat in deep discussion over a new map, one detailing the Boreac Mountains in depth.


  “Well?” Scythe sneered.


  “We make for Val’tarra,” Darnuir ordered. Scythe pressed his lips together but gave a gracious nod.


  “Very well,” Scythe said. “Come, Darnuir. Let us discuss our route out of the mountains.”


  Progress through the narrow passages was painfully slow. At times, the space was barely wide enough for three people to stand side-by-side. They had to leave such luxuries as carts behind them, and so Grace was forced to travel by foot. Cosmo was with her every step of the way, his face sickened with worry. Every hunter was on high alert; most had their swords drawn or their bows strung. Growls and roars echoed through the passages at times, reminding them that demons were not their only concern. More eagles flew overhead but one in particular always stayed much closer – a tawny eagle with white tips to its feathers –the same creature that had led him to Cassandra, Darnuir was in no doubt.


  Two days passed and Darnuir noticed the crisp air of the mountains begin to thicken and feel closer. It clung to him, uncomfortable and sticky. Ominous granite clouds gathered above and stretched to the horizon. Darnuir walked once more at the head of the column and was one of the first to see their entry to the Cairlav Marshes. Garon had found a vantage point and Darnuir joined him. A vast wetland lay before them, dotted with specks of precarious, water-seeped land and reeds of grass as tall as a man. The sky was grey, the pools were muddied, yet there were vibrant fauna in pale reds and startling pinks, colouring an otherwise bleak landscape.


  “There will be no blending in here in our white leathers,” Darnuir commented.


  “It will make it easier for friends to find us as well as foes,” Garon added optimistically.


  Brackendon struggled up beside them, a little out of breath, as did Scythe who wrinkled his nose at the distasteful smell upon the air. The eagle joined them as well. It swooped silently down nearby, having nowhere high to land.


  “This will be hard terrain to cover,” Scythe said regretfully, evidently not noticing their feathered companion. “My only comfort is that it will be just as hard to move a horde of demons across it with any speed.”


  “With any luck, it will take some time for them to even realise we have come this way,” Garon added. “We ought to send our fastest men forward to try and make contact with the Cairlav Hunters.”


  “Agreed,” Darnuir said.


  “We should rest as soon as we find suitable grounds to do so,” Scythe continued. “It has been a difficult trip through the rocks.” The eagle flapped its wings and protested with a loud squawk. Scythe noticed it then. He unslung his bow. “Is this your winged friend, Darnuir?” he inquired. “I’ve noticed it has been dogging our trail. Perhaps it is best if we get rid of it. It flying over us will only give away our position.” He drew an arrow back.


  “No!” cried Brackendon, moving between Scythe and the bird, flinging out his hands. Darnuir placed a hand upon Scythe’s bow and pushed it down, to the Captain’s great frustration.


  “What is the meaning of this?” Scythe demanded.


  “Kymethra,” Brackendon said softly to the eagle, as he turned to face it. “I think you ought to just reveal yourself.”


  The eagle snapped its beak and cocked its head, peering around at the group of men. Then, to Darnuir’s astonishment, it began to grow. It grew larger and its frame distorted; its wings morphed into arms and the talons into feet. A short and slender woman now stood in the eagle’s place, with white-tipped tawny hair that flicked upwards at the ends. Her pale green robes resembled Brackendon’s but were tied tightly at her waist to accentuate her shape. She combined the unusual traits of being endearing and alluring in her smirk and the glint of her silver eyes.


  “Do you prefer me like this, Brackers?” she asked him in a sultry voice, her eyes casting downwards to her full chest. “Oh but what have they done to you,” she crooned, sweeping towards Brackendon. “And I only just got you back as well. What good is a wizard without his ‘stick’?” she said, emphasising her final word.


  Scythe’s face was livid at this fresh, unannounced arrival. Garon was quietly laughing to himself. Brackendon’s face turned pink.


  Is he blushing? The thought made Darnuir snigger as well.


  “Kymethra, you almost got yourself killed,” Brackendon asked. “How did you even find me?”


  “Did you think you could slip away so easily?” Kymethra chided him. “Not even a hint at where you were going. But vanishing seemingly without anyone seeing you go made it rather obvious, Brackers.”


  “I was not aware there were witches left since the Conclave fell?” Scythe said.


  “Took me days and days to fly all the way here,” Kymethra continued as if she had not heard Scythe. “And the things I saw. Well, they were quite interesting. Men marching this way and that in golden armour; that poor bleeding girl who was dragging herself along as if half-possessed.” She took in the whole group, moving close to each of them in turn. When she came to Darnuir, she paused. “This is him then? This is who you left me for!”


  “What else have you seen?” said Brackendon, mildly impatient. “Why did you squawk at Scythe’s suggestion of camp?”


  “The demons are on the move,” Kymethra said. “They are making their way westwards towards the marshes already.”


  “How is that possible?” Darnuir said, his heart sinking. “How could they have known of our movements?”


  “Perhaps Cassandra was not so worthy of our trust after all?” sneered Scythe.


  “There have been some spectres roaming the mountains but I saw none that came close to you,” Kymethra informed them. “There were men with red eyes as well. Some in armour, others in hunter gear. Might be they came across an empty Farlen and worked it out.”


  “Might be we have a traitor as well,” Garon said. “Or maybe you tipped them off.” His hand still lay on his sword hilt.


  Kymethra shot him a dark look. “Might be, or maybe the men in Castallan’s service are not fools.”


  A general argument ensued. Darnuir’s throbbing head pain began to dangerously escalate once more. He felt heat ripple from the Dragon’s Blade and he suddenly feared it would catch fire again. He wanted this resolved so he could leave them. Maybe then, he could go bite down on a stick and scream the pain away.


  “Stop it!” All gathered froze immediately to look at Darnuir. “Kymethra, how long do we have until Castallan’s army reaches the marshes?”


  “A day, maybe a little more,” she said. “I’ll keep an eye on them but they are moving quickly. You’re nearly halfway through the marshes already from here. If you keep moving, you might stay ahead of them.”


  “Then we should continue on,” Darnuir said. “We can’t risk stopping for long.”


  “The people are exhausted, Darnuir,” Garon said. “Cosmo won’t thank you either.”


  “Not my people,” he found himself saying. No, they are my people, they are!


  “Well, I’ll leave you boys to it,” Kymethra said, throwing Darnuir an uneasy glance. “Do what he says though. You need to keep moving.” She morphed into her eagle form and took off to the east.


  The pain in Darnuir’s head began to gradually recede as they watched her go. He regained full control of his mind and body. It was the most peculiar sensation, as if he was thrown against the side of his own being. He gasped and drew in several shallow breaths as if winded.


  “What is happening to me?” he moaned softly.


  None could answer him.


  “To the swamps then,” Scythe said. Darnuir trailed a little behind Scythe, Garon and Brackendon, feeling afraid and ashamed as the fleeing inhabitants of the Boreac Mountains descended into the marshes.


  Chapter 13


  THE SHADOW OF AURISHA


  DUKOONA, LORD OF the spectres, sat pensively at the war table within the Royal Tower of Aurisha and tried to envision what it had been like for all his foes to gather here to plot and scheme. The two largest chairs were carved beside each other. They were of equal size but not of the same design. One for the King; one for the Guardian. Draped atop one of the stone seats was a dragon in their former bestial form. Those wings would cast very large shadows. Melding away from danger would be easy if one flew overhead. This was the King’s chair.


  The other seat was entirely different. A severed sun was depicted, the lower half scorched with crossings, while the upper half was clean. A sword with a spiralling pattern on its hilt pierced the sun and three elongated rays emanated from its tip. The symbol of the Guardians, but what does it mean? He often pondered its meaning. Similar symbols were to be found in the Basilica of Light across the plaza, though they were not arranged in the same order. His master and jailor, Rectar, had explained much to him but not everything.


  In summoning him to this world, Rectar had bound Dukoona to him. So long as his master remained in Tenalp then Dukoona would as well. Unless, of course, he got himself killed, but he would not need to take such drastic steps. At least, that is what he hoped.


  Dukoona’s memories of a time before he was summoned were jarred and fleeting. He sometimes saw flashes of some other place, perhaps another world, his world. There was an ocean there and green fields but the mountains were strange. They were red and cracked like dried clay and, as he peered up to their peaks, the sky would change in an instant from day to starless night. Fire reigned from somewhere in the night and a green light blinded him. That was it. Everything else he knew came from after this summoning. It wasn’t much but he knew it meant one sure thing.


  I am not supposed to be here.


  His existence was a peculiar one. He resembled a dragon or a human in shape; two arms, two legs and a head, yet his body was wrapped in a dense shell of darkness. The shading of his shadowy flesh ranged from pitch-black to deep purple. His hair, such as it was, was a mixture of flickering blue tendrils, which looked like flames, but in fact gave off no heat at all. Fire burned him and his fellow spectres just the same. He was both corporeal and incorporeal, as his ability to meld into shadows suggested.


  A long shadow stretched across the war table now, for the sun’s rays were blocked by the columns of the balcony. Dukoona lazily lifted a finger and pressed down into the shadow before him. Immediately, he felt his body fuse with it, and he raced along its length at an incredible speed. The shadow was cast from the column and so he ended his short trip at its base, emerging in one fluid motion out of the shadow, reforming his body, and stepped onto the balcony.


  The view faced northwards towards his Master’s dwelling in the mountain of Kar’drun. Out of sight, but I’d rather be further away. Rectar had constructed new harbours on the western coast close to his mountain lair, but he made use of older ones, such as Aurisha’s and the long-abandoned docks of the Forsaken City. Many of their new ships were under construction here in Aurisha. It is time I inspected the work. Puffy clouds were being whisked along quickly in the sky above, casting fast-moving shadows over the city. Dukoona waited for one of these to pass close to the ground underneath the balcony. Closer, closer, closer. Now!


  He dove from the tower and merged into the shadow on the ground far below him. Had he missed the shadow, he would have splattered onto the hard stone. It was risky but it was one of the few thrills he was allowed. As the cloud’s shadow crossed the plaza, Dukoona stayed in his shadow form and was carried with it. When he neared the southern staircase, his excitement grew. There were so many buildings, so many places where the sun will not reach. He leapt from his current means of conveyance into the large shadow cast by the dome of the Basilica. He continued all the way down the southern stairs, springing from shadow to shadow, reforming and re-melding with each transition. Gleefully, he descended until he was dockside.


  Rectar had imbued him with much knowledge of this world. He knew that the dragons used to fly. He wondered if it had been as exhilarating as shadow leaping. True flight would be more useful of course, and would mean he could travel over oceans as well. Spectres could not meld into a shadow over water. Attempting it would bring them back into their regular form, to swim in the water like any other creature.


  If only we could meld with water as we do with shadow, we could cross over to the west swiftly. But what then?


  Even if every spectre could cross the ocean at speed, their lesser demon brethren would not be able to so easily follow. Ships would be required for them. Many hundreds of ships, perhaps thousands. The land passages to the north had proven difficult to traverse.


  Rectar had amassed so many demons that it would take years to build an effective fleet. Dukoona had been given a few months at best. To make matters worse, more demons seemed to swarm from Kar’drun daily, only adding to the amount of transport they would need. Fifty fat galleys currently sat moored in the harbour of Aurisha in front of him, and others were anchored not far out to sea. They had been modified from dragon designs to cram in as many demons as possible. The dragons had kindly left schematics for such things behind when they fled the city. That had been kind of them.


  Dukoona had no need to enforce discipline in his workers. The demons scurried over the ships like flies, hammering, sawing, and lashing rope. Spectres walked purposefully around, barking more orders here or there, but largely, the demons went about their tasks without trouble. Their Master had complete dominance over their weak minds. Yet obedience does not equate to competence. Often, there were setbacks, despite the vigils of his spectres. Dukoona considered it a blessing, really, that they had to take their time about it. Each day that passed was another chance for the wizard and the Three Races to bloody each other.


  Let them weaken each other. Less of my people will die if more of my enemies are dead. And yet, that word troubled him. Enemies. Who are my enemies?


  When he had asked this decades ago, his Master had burned it into his thoughts: enemies are humans, fairies and any dragons who would defend them. With humans and fairies, Dukoona was to kill on sight; with dragons, he was to capture. For years, he had fulfilled this purpose. He and his spectres would emerge from the shadows quietly and take captives. But it was a risky business and always involved the deaths of some of his brothers. So, naturally, he had started killing dragons as well. His Master had not liked this, and Dukoona had suffered for it. Not just personally but his people too. Yet those moments of rebellion had been so glorious; those moments when he had simply cut down dragons and deprived Rectar of the thing he wanted most. Nothing seemed to frustrate Rectar more.


  Despite his efforts, however, some dragon prisoners were always alive to be sent to the mountain. What happened once they got there, Dukoona did not know. Any time it seemed one of his spectres came close to the answer, they would vanish. Dead. All of my agents dead. And he counted them as a tragic loss.


  He was smarter now and wiser in handling his Master. Preventing Rectar from securing his precious spoils of war had been a long and tedious line of mutiny; satisfying in its own way, to be sure, but the victories had always been small. For all his efforts, Dukoona was still bound to Rectar, and so long as Dukoona was bound, his people were bound to this world with him. He had hoped that the wizard might prove a useful ally to him in countering Rectar’s strength but Castallan had proven unreliable. Too bold, too brash, and lacking in all subtlety; the wizard had, in any case, long pursued his own ambitions. Rectar had found him to be a willing and useful tool in smashing the Cascade Conclave. Rectar had taught Castallan how to summon demons of his own in return and, subsequently, Castallan had become a deep thorn in the side of the Three Races. But the wizard had proven remarkably capable of handling them. Perhaps a little too adept? Dukoona even suspected that Rectar had cut the wizard off from further knowledge for fear that he might become too powerful.


  For some time now, Dukoona had decided that his long-term struggle via dragon slaying was not productive. This realisation had first struck twenty years ago when he marched into Aurisha after the sack. His spectres had taken thousands of prisoners. He had been unsure of what to do. Hand them over or kill them all? In the end, he had sent one in five to Kar’drun and had his men dispose of the rest. He had never felt sympathy for his supposed enemies but something about that day haunted him. The killings had occurred in the plaza and the blood had flowed in torrents down the southern stairs. For the first time in his existence, he had found that he could not look on.


  The age of the prisoners had not mattered, nor had their sex. They would gather spectres and skewer us, given the chance. This is what he had told himself. This is what he had told his spectres. And yet, as the slaughter had unfolded, he heard the clanking of metal on stone as some of his spectres threw down their arms. Normally, he would have disciplined them personally, but when they were hauled before him, he found he could not. They never said anything in their defence. They simply stopped what they were told to do. In that, he recognised the same conflict he had with his Master and found he could not reprimand them.


  The sight of the corpses had not moved Dukoona to tears – for he could not cry. He could not feel much at all. He never grew hungry, tired or sick. He existed awake and alert each second of each day; and without fail, the memory of that massacre drifted into his thoughts every day. The deaths had not made him feel regret or guilt, and yet it had made him feel something. Unease, discomfort, foreboding? He had considered them all. Doubt. He had felt doubt.


  Naturally, he reckoned this was due to fear of his Master discovering his actions. But I do not fear my Master. There is nothing more he can take from me. If Rectar were to kill him in some fit of fury then that would be a welcomed release. So no, it was not out of fear; yet he still felt it, he had felt doubt. And as the blood flowed and the flesh began to rot under the Aurishan sun, all his spectres had gathered on the plateau. One by one, they came back to look upon their work and to him. They had added their own dead to the pile, then set it all ablaze in the most gruesome fire that ever burned in the world. The plaza was left stained red and charred black. He had thought that the whole world might burn before this was over, including himself and his people along with it. And he could not allow his people to suffer.


  All these memories returned to him as he contemplated the upcoming invasion of the west. Their numbers were immense. Two hundred thousand demons were to set sail. They would root out the Lord of the Isles from his islands and storm his seat upon the Nail Head. They would break the walls of Brevia and burn Val’tarra down. And then what? What then when Rectar controls the world and has no more need for spectres or their lord? He felt it again as he strode along the harbour side of his supposed enemy’s greatest city.


  Doubt clawed at him.


  Chapter 14


  BOGGED DOWN


  GRACE’S SCREAMS RIPPED through the night as she began her labour. She had collapsed a day into their forced march across the swampy terrain and they had been forced to stop and make camp. Had Cosmo and Darnuir not been close by her at the time, she might have been swallowed up by one of the foul pools of water they frequently passed. An immediate halt had been called and the healers had rushed to her side.


  They were with her now, along with Cosmo, inside their largest tent that was normally reserved for the Captain. It was a large black canvassed construction, held up by three sturdy poles and dozens of pegs. It was a miracle they had found a spot nearby to erect it. Scythe had not begrudged use of it.


  Darnuir waited anxiously outside. He had come as close as he dared, for he did not wish to become a hindrance. There was nothing he could do. His skill was in swords and war and he barely understood his own weapon.


  He didn’t even trust himself to start a campfire with his sword. Instead, he relied on the old methods, kindling a fire from some of the supply of wood they had the foresight to bring from the mountains. It crackled nearby now, keeping the worst of the damp and the midges at bay. Foul little creatures they were, feasting on them and their misery.


  Restless, he paced for an hour before resigning to take a seat on the soft, soggy ground. Brackendon sat, looking dejected as ever. Without his staff, he was just another man. Darnuir had heard the wizard curse beneath his breath as Grace was taken under canvas. “I could ease her pain, I could… I…” he had mumbled. But he could do nothing to help and Darnuir sensed it struck a hard blow to him.


  Another agonising scream came from the tent.


  “Bite down on this!” a voice commanded. The next shriek was muffled but, nonetheless, upsetting to hear.


  Another cry hit Darnuir’s ears but this time from above him. An eagle swooped down in a flurry of wings and feathers, its form undulating and Kymethra landed in her human form.


  “What is going on?” she demanded of Brackendon. “I could hear that from a mile away. If the demons didn’t know where you were—”


  “The woman is giving birth!” Brackendon cut her off.


  “Not well,” Kymethra said, concerned, her temperament changing at the news. She wasted no time in striding over to the tent and disappearing behind its front flap.


  “Can she help her?” Darnuir asked hopefully. She used magic. She could make this alright.


  “I’m sorry. She cannot help the way that I might have,” Brackendon said remorsefully. “Kymethra was never truly part of the Conclave. She did not complete her apprenticeship. Her knowledge is limited and she has never had a staff. Without one, her powers are as limited as mine.”


  Darnuir was crushed.


  “But I don’t understand,” he said desperately. “She can use magic. How else can she turn into an animal?”


  “Kymethra has an affinity with shape-shifting,” Brackendon explained. “Had she the proper training and a staff, she might have been able to transform into some truly fearsome creatures. As it stands, she is limited, and drawing on Cascade energy to heal takes a lot of energy.”


  “Well what can she do then?” he asked, hearing his voice crack.


  “She can trick Grace’s mind into thinking there isn’t as much pain. It doesn’t require much power so she can keep it up for some time. It won’t help Grace physically but it may help her through the night.” Kymethra’s soothing magic must have taken effect for Grace’s agonising quietened.


  “She looked so frail,” Darnuir said softly. “Brackendon, it’s my fault!” he exclaimed wildly. “All of this! If Grace—”


  “Stop,” Brackendon implored. He did not raise his voice to match Darnuir’s. He remained calm. Darnuir slumped further where he sat and ran his hands repeatedly through his hair.


  “Were we ever in worse situations before, Brackendon? You and I?” he asked the wizard. “What adventures did the Prince of Dragons and his wizard friend have?”


  Brackendon chuckled. “We weren’t friends Darnuir, not truly. Friendship requires a mutual liking and trust, does it not?”


  Darnuir’s thoughts turned to Balack. Trust, well he had broken that.


  “Did I not like you?” Darnuir asked.


  “I’m not sure if you liked anyone,” Brackendon replied. “I did not know you well. We grew closer after Castallan betrayed the Conclave but you were always guarded and you carried a lot of anger with you.”


  Darnuir had felt that anger flare in him lately – sudden fleeting pangs of frustration and rage – yet they did not feel like his own. He had felt it recently, when their march had halted for Grace. Slowed down by a human whelp, he had thought. Yet he had not meant to think it. The prodding pain returned again and the intensity made his eyes water.


  “I might be going mad, Brackendon,” he said, and sniffed heavily. “Ever since I’ve had the sword, I fear I have not been myself.”


  “That blade is beyond my knowledge,” Brackendon said. “Maybe Kasselle will know more.”


  Another loud wail from the tent sent them into minutes of solemn silence. The wind whipped up around the wider camp, whistling through the long grass. Whether hours or only minutes passed on that patch of dank earth, Darnuir could not have said. He was staring down as he gently rocked in his worry. His solitude was interrupted when another pair of booted feet appeared before him. Straining his neck upwards, Darnuir saw it was Balack. His friend silently took up a patch of ground beside him. Darnuir made to say something but the words stuck in his throat; however, the look that passed between them said much and more. They took each other by the shoulder.


  “Arrgh,” Balack winced loudly.


  “Sorry!” Darnuir exclaimed.


  “You’re getting stronger then,” Balack noted, massaging his shoulder.


  “It seems so,” Darnuir said, unsure how to strike up further conversation with Balack after their weeks of silence.


  “Dreadful weather, this,” Balack said.


  “The worst,” Darnuir agreed.


  Silence descended again. Awkward and all encompassing.


  “Darnuir,” Balack finally blurted, “I don’t think I can lose Grace too. Not after Eve.”


  “I know,” said Darnuir. “I miss Eve too; I miss her so much it aches.”


  “I never thought anything could hurt like this,” Balack said. “But I know, Darnuir. I know it was you she really loved.”


  Darnuir’s insides churned furiously with his guilt and his shame.


  Does he know what happened? How could he know? How?


  “I know that it was you she really loved,” Balack said, visibly choked up with his emotion. “I just thought…” he tried to say, “I just thought that she would change her mind. I wasn’t so blind. I could see it,” he snivelled. “I could see it plainly every day but I chose not to ‘really’ see it. Does this make sense?”


  “No, not exactly,” Darnuir said nervously, his innards still knotted with the fear of being caught. “Balack, if you knew that then why did you—”


  “Delude myself?” Balack proffered. “Can’t explain it. I think I aggravated over telling her for so long because I knew. And I knew that as soon as I told her then she would tell me no and it would have been over. All of it would have ended with a few words.” His words sounded thickened with his heartbreak. “Did you know? I mean you must have. Is that why you were always trying to push me to say something? To do the right thing?”


  The right thing. What would that be here? I cannot tell him…


  “I did know,” Darnuir said. It was not the whole truth. Not the whole and terrible truth but it was true. This small piece was easy to give him. He hadn’t known for a fact until that fateful night but he had long suspected. Like Balack, he had saw it plain but had chosen not to ‘really’ see. Perhaps they were both cowards. Yet watching his friend confess his darkest despairs to him now, Darnuir knew that only he was the coward between them.


  “Exactly!” Balack said in an almost jubilant whisper. “You knew and you never took advantage of it. You never pursued her. You always supported me. You were always my friend first.” He took Darnuir firmly by the shoulder once more. “You are a good friend, whereas I have not been of late. I have shut myself away when your whole world has been overturned but I will be with you now. Forgive me?” his final words were almost pleading.


  Forgive me? He asks for my forgiveness? I should be the one begging his clemency.


  It was almost cruel.


  “Oh, Balack, you owe me no apology. Not ever.”


  “Thank you, I knew you would understand,” Balack said, with a trace of liveliness. “When we find the chance, I’d like to show you the new archery technique I have been working on.”


  “I’d like that very much,” Darnuir assured him, remembering the unique method he had witnessed back in Farlen.


  More wailing came from the tent but it was not Grace’s cries, not an adult’s. The bawling of a baby was heard as it was brought into the world. Darnuir looked up expectantly, hopefully; but then he heard another cry. This one was not of a child, nor a woman’s. It was protracted, guttural and deep, as if heralding that time and everything in it had ceased. Cosmo’s anguish drew the attention of those both far and near. Every creature in the marshes must have had heard his cry and felt stricken by it.


  Kymethra burst forth from the tent. Blood covered her hands and smeared her face where she had rubbed under her eyes. She looked out to them horrified and could only shake her head. “I’m sorry,” was all she could mouth before returning. Brackendon’s face was desolate. The wizard rose to his feet and hurried over to the tent as well. Balack sat frozen. Darnuir felt as though his sorrow might consume him, filling his entire being, until it began to ebb away, replaced by the prodding head pain. More death and it’s all my fault. The demons are hunting me. This wasn’t her journey to make. His sorrow receded as the thrum of the headache grew.


  Then they faded altogether and he felt nothing. Nothing at all.


  Why should I? It was just some human.


  ***


  Days passed, but it was hard to keep count. The weather never seemed to alter here in the Cairlav Marshes and their long slog continued. No one had forgotten the host that pursued them. As they trudged, Darnuir slapped at his face in an effort to fend of the midges that had been following the refugees’ trail ever since entering into their territory. They gathered in black clouds over likely victims, anticipating when someone would pause for rest, then descend. Movement normally warded them off but the effort of placing one foot in front of the other increased with each step. The marshes had not been kind to the people of the Boreac Mountains. Their warm clothes, designed to keep out icy winds, made them sweat in the muggy, sticky bogs. Rain had drenched them frequently. If not water from the heavens, then the many pools around them did an equally good job. Placing one wrong foot could lead to sinking waist-deep into a murky bath. A fever had even found a foothold in some of their weakest: namely the elderly and the children. For Darnuir, Grace’s death loomed overhead, darker, heavier and more foreboding than those granite-grey clouds.


  Cosmo was a broken man. His newborn son lay cradled in a sleeve of cloth at his chest, though he had yet to give the child a name. Darnuir noticed that every time Cosmo looked at the baby boy, fresh tears flowed down his cheeks. Cosmo appeared more his age now than ever before. Whatever energy had galvanised him and kept him fit even into the middle years of his life seemed now extinguished. He ate little, and spoke less.


  Darnuir found himself walking back through the lines of grim-faced exiles, searching for Cassandra out of instinct. His head was once more causing him discomfort, but being with her had seemed to calm it down in Farlen. He also wanted the company of someone who had not known Grace and did not know Cosmo, for that topic dominated discussion. He found her near the middle of the train, her hands cuffed roughly with rope and her expression forlorn. Someone had found some spare gear for her and she had donned the white leathers. Her jailors were with her – Mardin in front and Ava behind.


  “Sir…”Mardin began dutifully but Darnuir waved him off.


  “Let her go,” he commanded.


  “But Darnuir, I mean, sir,” Ava protested, “the Captain told us we were not to let her out of sight.”


  “I believe I outrank Captain Scythe now,” he said more sternly. “She doesn’t like to be trapped,” he said, looking to Cassandra for a response. She gave him a weak smile in return. Well it’s better than nothing. The two hunters exchanged nervous looks but quietly complied. Ava produced a sharp dagger from her belt, normally carried for skinning beasts in the wild, and cut the bonds.


  “We should stay close,” Mardin insisted. “Captain Scythe—”


  “Did you see me at Cold Point?” Darnuir asked the pair of them.


  “Yes, Darnuir, I mean sir…” Ava began.


  “Then you’ll agree that I can handle her?” Darnuir asked. They nodded silently. “If it helps your conscious any, the demons have been tracking us whilst she has been under your care. She cannot be feeding information to them,” he added more consolingly. If the pair were still unconvinced they had done the right thing, they hid it well.


  “Come,” he signalled to Cassandra. She walked with him until they were almost back to the head of the column. Her silence troubled him. Is she not happy to be released? “You’re quiet,” he stated.


  “Hmmm,” was all she said. They continued for a minute or two more. Every so often, he took her hand to help her ford a pool or patch of slimy earth. Each time, the background pain in his head dissipated. She was hesitant for the help but took it all the same.


  “That was…” she said eventually, searching for the correct word, “kingly; the way you bossed them around.”


  “Bossed them around?” he said abashed. “Isn’t that what I am supposed to do?”


  “Yes, I suppose,” she agreed, though it did not sound like it. “It was just surprising. You didn’t seem that way when we first met. But then I didn’t see you around anyone else.”


  “I’m sorry you feel that way,” he said. He could tell she was still not pleased with the situation. “Has it upset you?” he ventured bravely.


  “Upset me?” she said with a laugh. “If you think that would upset me then your mountain girls must be made of soft snow rather than rock.”


  Darnuir was rankled at the jibe. “Well, good,” he said, not knowing what else to say.


  “Who said I wanted to walk with you?” she asked. Darnuir was crestfallen.


  “No one, I just thought…”


  “Thought I’d obviously want to be with you just because you ‘saved’ me from those two,” she said forcefully, aiming a sweeping kick at an approaching puddle. The splash soaked his already damp feet.


  “I only thought you might want your freedom,” he said, in as steady a tone as he could. What is happening here?


  “Am I free?” she asked. “The first thing you do after cutting me loose is to is tell me to ‘come with you’.”


  “I meant it as a request but as it seems I have forced you here against your will, go!” Immediately his mind caught up to the horror of what would happen if she took him at his word. His head pounded and the rubies on the Dragon’s Blade winked up at him.


  “No!” she exclaimed, stopping to face him. Passers-by started to take an interest in the pair. “No, I don’t want to leave. I just, I just…” She trailed off as her face reddened. “Would you really just let me walk away?” she asked, her voice returning to its regular level.


  “I’d rather you didn’t leave, Cassandra. But yes, if you want to, you may do so,” Darnuir said, feeling thoroughly confused and put out. “But don’t go,” he added.


  She shuffled around where she stood; she bit her lip and looked somewhere past his shoulder. “I want to help,” she said with conviction. “Help fight Castallan, I mean. I don’t think I will ever feel free until he’s dead.” She strode off and Darnuir took several quick paces to catch up with her.


  “We could always use an extra sword,” Darnuir said. “But I must ask who trained you? Have you ever even been in a fight?”


  “I was trained by a dragon,” she stated, as though this were enough.


  “Chelos?” Darnuir said, recalling the name.


  “He taught me when we could risk it,” Cassandra said. “Sometimes, I would accidently cut some cushion or the curtains, and that was always harder to cover up.” She giggled at some fond memory.


  “An old dragon,” Darnuir noted.


  “Still better than any human I should think,” she said. “Chelos is still trapped in that fortress and he is likely paying for my escape. I dread to think about it. I owe him.”


  “We’ll rescue him,” Darnuir said with an unfound confidence. “When we storm the Bastion.”


  Cassandra laughed again. “Are all dragons so sure of themselves?” She swept her arms across the boggy landscape and at the drab scene of their fellow refugees. “You think you will take the Bastion soon, do you?”


  “I’m just trying to be more optimistic,” he said, though he felt deflated in truth. “I think that’s the only way we can think now. Especially after last night,” he said. Immediately his thoughts turned to Grace – the cries of the baby, Cosmo’s howls, and blood on Kymethra’s hands.


  Cassandra’s attitude softened. “I heard about what happened. I’m sorry.”


  “I think we will all have to witness a lot more of this before the end.”


  “What happened to being optimistic?” she chided. “And what is the end?”


  “Right now,” he considered aloud. “I’m not sure. Getting out of this bog seems like a good start though.”


  “Yes, here is not a place where dragons fair well,” Cassandra said. Darnuir had an inkling as to what she referred to. The Battle of the Bogs had been the final conflict of the Second War between dragons and humanity. It had been where Dronithir had led the humans in a stunning victory and secured a peace. Every human child was told that story. But I am a dragon.


  “So long as no hunters start shooting at me from the grass, I ought to make it,” Darnuir said.


  They continued until the granite clouds began to break apart and the setting sun appeared in streaks of pink and orange. It was almost pleasant. Smells of fish and salt mingled with the damp of the marsh, and the gentle sound of rolling water could be heard against a stony shore. They had come within sight of Loch Minian. Log buildings dotted the shoreline and even out onto the water itself. Large roundhouses sat above the water’s surface on great wooden beams, as though they had grown up from the bottom of the loch. Where were the people? The scene was deserted of life, although it seemed as though the inhabitants had not long departed. Barrels of fresh caught fish lay upturned, their scaly contents littering the pebbles at the water’s edge.


  “Halt!” a voice called out. Its owner and direction remained a mystery. “Nae further for now.”


  It was Scythe who answered the threat. “Has the damp of the marsh drowned your eyes?” he called back. “Can’t you see our leathers?”


  No response came for perhaps half a minute and then, out of the long grass and fauna, men and women appeared, garbed in hardened leathers of muddy reds and greens. The man at their head was short and stocky, with a strong jaw and a thick neck.


  “Aye, Scythe,” the man said, “we saw them. But it is unusual for so many of our Boreac brothers tae pay us a visit.”


  “Captain Edwin,” Scythe sneered, “had you not considered that we are on the run?”


  “Slowest run I’ve ever seen,” Edwin noted. “Forgive us but we had tae be sure you were not here on ill purpose. The last few weeks have been anarchy. Some of our own ranks, who we thought tae be friends, turned on us or made off east. Their eyes glowed red, Scythe. Never seen anything like it.”


  Cassandra and Darnuir exchanged a knowing look.


  “The demons hunt us,” Darnuir told the man called Edwin. “Or more precisely, they hunt me.”


  “Do they?” Edwin said with derision. “Ye ought tae run tae them then, boy. You might save a lot of lives.”


  “Careful, Edwin,” Scythe warned. “This is Darnuir, the King of Dragons. He might open his jaws and bathe you in flames.”


  “Ha!” barked Edwin. “Aye, he has a pretty enough looking sword to be sure,” he said, his eyes on the hilt of the Dragon’s Blade. “Scythe, you bastard, you better not be have’n me on.”


  “Am I known for lies? Was I known to exaggerate back in Brevia?”


  “No. You were always a straight shot,” Edwin told him, stepping forward to take Scythe’s hand. “Barely even alter yer voice, do you?” The two embraced briefly. “You look thinner; didnae think that wis possible.”


  “We are all half-starved,” Garon said. He had been accompanying Scythe at the head of the column. “The civilians even more so. Can you help feed them?”


  “Not want a fish for yer’self?” Edwin asked.


  “I can do without, if needs be,” Garon said. “Though if you know how to ward these little black horrors away, I’ll be eternally grateful.”


  “How noble,” said Edwin. “Aye, we’ll find you some food, but not here. We’ve been pulling everyone oot west fae weeks. Those Crannogs,” he said, pointing towards the large roundhouses out on the loch, “they’re good tae hide in when the tide is high. Thing is, the tide retreats from the shore but demons don’t; and there are too many rampaging at our borders. As for the midges, you’ll be wanting this.” Edwin moved to a low-growing plant, which seemed to sprout tiny green acorns. “Bog-myrtle will dae the trick. Crush it up and rub a bit on yer skin.”


  All present rushed for the hard-looking plant, other than Scythe who seemed impatient. “What news from the rest of the kingdom?” he inquired. “What is Arkus doing?”


  Edwin gritted his teeth. “We know little I’m afraid. Cannae send messages east because of the demons, and most of the ships that sailed north havenae returned. What we do hear makes it sound like chaos. Towns and villages lying half-empty. Streams of people fleeing tae the capital, others making for the forest, though whether the fairies let them in is another question. Folk say that there are those just vanishing overnight; and now we’ve had one or two reports of a decent sized body of men moving south through the Golden Crescent.”


  “Who are they?” asked Scythe.


  “Couldnae say. Some are said to wear plate armour of gold and more join them every day. If I didnae know better, I’d say it were dragons.” Edwin gave Darnuir a wry smile. “Don’t suppose ye would know anything about that, lad?


  “Does it look like I am in a position to know,” Darnuir said, with more bite in his voice than was custom.


  “Ha!” Edwin barked again. “Is that all the fire ye have in yer belly? You’ll need tae work up more than that.” He gave Darnuir another scrutinising look. “Total bloody chaos, like I said.” The Cairlav Captain sighed before turning and whistling to his people. Two huntresses stepped forward at this summons. “These two will take you and yours to Torridon. Follow the shore west and they will take you the safest way through the rest of the marshes. There, you can find some food and respite.”


  “You aren’t coming with us?” Garon wondered.


  “We’re waiting for patrols to return from the east with word of the demons. They’re advancing faster than I expected.”


  “Thank you, Edwin,” Scythe said. “Some rest will do us all good.”


  “Aye, that it will. Go on now, we’ll speak later.” Edwin gave Darnuir a good look as if sizing him up then dispersed with the rest of his hunters into the tall grass.


  Chapter 15


  THE GOLDEN ONE


  BLAINE, GUARDIAN OF Tenalp, arose from his quarters at dawn’s early light. The sky was clear and the rays of the sun illuminated the world without interference. A good omen, he thought. His tent lay near the heart of the via primacy, which cut the army camp from north to south. Running east to west through the camp was the second main road, the via secundi. These roads derived their meaning from where the King and his heir would respectively place their tents within camp.


  Soon, we will have our King once more.


  Blaine had sent out the call and, thus far, six thousand dragons had answered; two legions’ worth. Such was the prowess and efficiency of the dragon military that time did not erode their memory of how things were done. Every camp was set up in the same fashion, so far as was possible, and thus, it mattered not that these men were likely a mixture of many different former legions. Even now, beside Blaine’s own quarters, a tent had been erected for a king that was not there. Twenty years and still the camp runs smoothly! It had been even longer since Blaine had gone to war. Too long. I hid from the world for too long.


  Having checked that there was sufficient activity about the camp, he returned inside his tent to prepare himself for the day ahead. The trappings were comfortable but simple. A stand of armour stood adjacent to a large basin and mirror combo resting atop a wooden pedestal. Blaine was a tall, broad-shouldered dragon with a torso of flawless definition and proportions. I must be an example. I must appear perfect. His hair was thick and well groomed. It was the sort of dark blond that most resembled gold, especially when caught in the sunlight. His eyes too had a golden tinge to them, for flecks of amber streaked across his blue irises. His face was well-defined, stern, strong, and always, without exception, clean-shaven.


  Two younger dragon boys entered the tent on schedule, carrying a steaming jug of water. They silently poured the contents into the basin, bowed in reverence to him and quietly left. Blaine reached now for the brush of fine boar hair and dipped it first into the water and then into the small bowl of paste, which he mixed before applying to his face. He carefully cleaned and replaced the brush before choosing from amongst his razors. He had a choice of three, neatly arranged by himself the night before. Despite having this choice, he always chose the same one: a blade of sharpened silver, with a blue pearl handle he had received as a gift from Queen Kasselle. Picking it up fondly, he set about his task.


  There was one final ritual he had to perform before beginning his day. Throwing on a loose shirt of linen, he exited his tent once more and made towards the centre of the camp, at the intersection of the two camp roads. Here was the most important part of the camp for Blaine. It was here that dragons on campaign could practice The Way of Light, and pay reverence to the gods, as it had been ever since the time of the First Flight many millennia ago.


  It is hardly the Basilica of Aurisha, but it will suffice.


  Blaine entered the tent and found it empty, bar three dutiful souls. This is unacceptable. What have the years amongst humans done to our conviction? There was not even the proper cushions laid out to kneel upon. A tattered-looking banner bearing the symbol of the faith – the severed radiant sun pierced with sword – was the only sign that this was the correct tent. There was at least a dais where he might give a short sermon, though we would have preferred marble to wood. The scene was crushingly disappointing to him. Such conditions were unfit for the divines. He had hoped that more would come as the days passed and word of his return grew. It was not as if the gods of light demanded much of them. Merely contemplation at dawn, noon and dusk would suffice, if one had little time.


  “Thank you, friends,” he said to those present, and made his way towards the dais. He took hold of it with both hands. A few more worshippers trickled in until there was perhaps a score of men on their knees before him. Better, but still unacceptable. “My friends, each day brings a new dawn, and every dawn brings forth light to drive off the darkness,” he said in an experienced voice. “The light of this morn is clear and bright, meaning Dwna blesses us.”


  “Dwna shines upon us,” the congregation chanted.


  “Today, we shall bring our King back into the fold. May his will be strong and his faith stronger,” Blaine continued. He suspected that the King would have no comprehension of the faith, having grown up with humans. Though his story was one of great significance. “Our lord King, Darnuir, had his life renewed so that he may live to lead us against the shadow. For his renewal, I thank N’weer.”


  “N’weer revitalises our strength,” the crowd murmured. More men entered the tent to join the flock.


  “Like our Lord Dwl’or, we are now half-blinded by the shadow. The east of our world lies in darkness but our journey to lift that shadow begins here,” Blaine said, yet this time, there was no response from his audience. Have they forgotten the words? How could Draconess let things have slipped so far? He decided that this would be enough for now. He would rebuild the faith in time. There was also the matter of restoring his order to some semblance of its past strength. And for that, he would need capable warriors.


  “Of those of you gathered here today, were any among you members of the Praetorian Guard? Rise if so.” To his delight, every member of his small congregation got to their feet. Ah, Draconess. You did not completely fail then. “I am moved by your conviction, friends. But the Gods of Light require us to be active as well as devout. Henceforth, I would have you all as the first members of my newly-resurrected Guardians – my Light Bearers.” He took their silence for consensus. “Very well, please leave your names in my quarters.”


  “My lord Guardian,” one of the closest dragons said, “where have you been all these years? Why has the shadow been allowed to spread?”


  Sometimes Blaine did not quite know the answer himself. Because I failed and I was afraid.


  “Those are questions to which you all deserve answers. Yet unfortunately, a deserving explanation will take time and we are pressed in our current state. I promise you this; I will explain myself to those who prove they are loyal. To those who prove they are worthy.” Blaine felt a quick display of the light might help bolster the men’s belief. Why ask someone to believe when they could see for their own eyes? He drew the Guardian’s Blade from his side, a brother to the Dragon’s Blade.


  The body of the sword was constructed from the same material as its sibling. Its hilt, however, was very different and cast in the symbol of his order with half the severed sun at the pommel and the other at the cross guard. Yellow and orange rays extended downwards to protect his hands as he wielded it. White gems adorned the grip of the sword, sparkling brilliantly in the smallest amount of light.


  The very sight of the sword alone drew gasps from his audience, but all let out some exclamation when he carefully produced a beam of pale light from it. The beam hit off the roof of their tent and Blaine intensified it until it seared through the cloth and was lost in the day outside. He stopped it almost immediately afterwards. Enough for now. I may need all my strength later. The magic he had drawn on was relatively small, to be sure, but even this he felt course through his body, up to his shoulder and out down towards his sword, which would process the poisonous and corrupting substance. Despite the blade’s unmatched ability to process Cascade energy, it was always a risk to draw upon it. As a dragon, he was severely limited to the poison at any rate. Best to keep to small doses and use it only when required. His minor display already had the men before him captivated. With any luck, they would spread the story and it would grow larger in the telling. If the story grew large enough then his congregation might swell accordingly. Time would tell.


  Blaine swept from the tent, keenly aware that the men ought to move out as quickly as possible. All were up and readying themselves, though it appeared many were still at their breakfast and others struggled with the straps of their gear. Perhaps twenty years is a little long? Even for us? His foot trod on something that crunched. Several stalks of wheat lay crushed into powder. Being in the middle of the Golden Crescent, they had had little choice but to camp in one field or another. The region was renowned for being the breadbasket of the west, and even supplied Aurisha too, or at least it had. The local hunters had not been ecstatic as two legions trundled through the farmland. We cut the grain and bundle it for them. If anything, they should be thanking us for the service. Humans were entirely ungrateful.


  “Lord Guardian,” came a small voice from nearby. It was one of the boys who had earlier brought him his hot water. “One of the outrunners has returned. He says he must speak with you at once.”


  “Is he incapable of finding me himself?” Blaine asked the boy. “Or have things changed without my knowing? Why have messengers if not to bring the message?”


  “Your pardon, Lord Guardian,” the boy said nervously. “Damien, that’s his name, sir, he’s in a terrible way. His breath comes hard to him and he clutches at his side.”


  Gods, but he must have ran hard to be so out of breath. The child’s confusion was likely due to never having felt breathless before: never having pushed his limits, even as a dragon.


  “I shall go to him,” he informed the boy. “Thank you, and spare a thought for N’weer so that Damien’s strength might be rejuvenated.”


  “I will, sir,” the youngling said, and hurried off to perform his other duties.


  Blaine remembered how it used to be when far older boys would have fulfilled the role of attendant. Boys of eighteen, nineteen, even twenty. He watched as the child who had delivered the message scampered off. He could not have been more than nine, maybe ten. No better than a hatchling. It was a sign of his race’s decay and he knew it. There were too few of them left now. Far too few. Their King was little more than a child as well. This Darnuir would have to learn fast. Blaine disliked the idea of having to rule in his stead – which would have to be subtly done – yet he also wished to avoid handling a King with whom he was at loggerheads. To rule was not Blaine’s place but their people needed guidance and a firm hand to lead them back to their home.


  Remembering that urgent news from the outrunner awaited him, Blaine set off at once down the via primacy, to the south end of the camp. On his short journey, he saw other signs of degeneration that the years of inactivity had wrought. Rows of tents, which ought to have resembled many sleeping doves, were pitted with empty spots or dirtied canvases. Men tended to rusted and neglected weapons, trying to recapture some of their former sharpness. Others were strapping on damaged armour, the golden plates chipped and cracked in places. Tall containers of javelins with long, iron tips lay half-empty. Blaine would have been incensed, were it not for his own lethargy.


  This must never happen again.


  The most obvious omission was clear to see from all points, for the camp’s perimeter was marked only by the last tent, and not, as it should, by high, slanting palisade walls. This final collection of tents housed the outrunners; dragons with prodigious speed, stamina and even keener eyes, who would run on scouting missions or relay messages to other legions on campaign.


  Blaine reached the southern outrunner post on the perimeter. As he swept into view, the men snapped to attention. The ‘post’, such as it was, was a crudely-constructed platform raised ten feet above the ground. A single ladder granted access to it. It should have been a small tower, granting an unhindered view of the landscape. Blaine suppressed a sigh. The men were all down below the platform, huddled over a map of Western Tenalp, spread out on a table before them. One of the men was clearly winded. He wore loose-fitting clothes that granted maximum flexibility and went barefoot, as was custom amongst the runners. He and his fellows were lean and wiry, compared to a dragon’s usual bulk. We all serve our purpose.


  “Damien, I presume?”


  “Yes, Lord Guardian,” Damien struggled.


  “You must have run like few of our kind ever have. What news is so urgent? Is the King in danger?”


  “Yes, Lord Guardian,” repeated the runner. “He and his company have arrived at the town by the loch. Torridon is its name, according to the map.” He indicated its position. “But demons fast approach them. I ran farther into the marsh to gauge how long the refugee train is and saw the black tide accelerating on the horizon.”


  “How long until the demons reach the town?” Blaine asked.


  “I would estimate a day, and maybe half of another, sir, but no longer than that.”


  “What sort of state were the humans in?” Blaine asked.


  “A wearied one, sir,” Damien said. “More than half their numbers appeared to be civilians. All haggard and worn from their journey. How things are inside the town, I could not say.”


  “Anything else?” Blaine pressed the runner, and he bent low over the map himself to better appreciate the scenario.


  “I did see countless human parties fleeing north towards Val’tarra as I made my return. Most had hunters from the Crescent with them, clad in their yellow and brown leathers. I also saw mounted men, carrying the banner of Brevia, but they were heading south like us.”


  “Chevaliers? What are they doing here?” Blaine pondered aloud. Is anyone in control? “Where are we in relation to Torridon?”


  “Here, sir,” another outrunner said, pointing to the map for him. “Still some way to the north but a day’s hard march should close the distance.”


  “Then it is imperative that we secure the King,” said Blaine. “You have done well Damien, take your rest.” Blaine knew that it would take some time yet to break camp and march to Darnuir. We must act sooner. “You there,” he barked at the helpful map-reading runner, “take a message to the Camp Prefect. The men are to continue south to Torridon immediately, but ensure they have the strength to fight if need be.”


  “Shouldn’t I bring this to the legionary legates, sir?”


  Blaine grunted in annoyance. “Ordinarily, yes. But as there is not yet any legates in place, the Prefect will suffice.” Proper command will have to be installed as well. Have I been too hasty in my endeavours? “Inform the Prefect that I shall be leading a vanguard mission to secure the King. You will rendezvous with us there.”


  “Yes, Lord Guardian,” the fresh runner said dutifully, dashing off.


  Blaine resolved himself to action. Hastily, he made his way back to his tent and was satisfied to find the collection of Praetorians who had gathered for prayer that morning. They were scratching their names down onto a piece of parchment as requested. There were even more now. Likely word had spread amongst the former Guard.


  “Praetorians, today I granted you all the chance to join me as my Light Bearers,” he announced. They all listened intently. I have not addressed a group of loyal warriors in far too long. And loyal is what they best become. “I must warn you now that to become a Light Bearer is to dedicate yourself to the Way of Light; to forsake your duties, even to your King, for you will serve a higher power.”


  “Lord Guardian, we are ready,” one of the men said intensely. “Draconess swore that you would return; that you had not abandoned us. He told us that we must keep our faith and be steadfast, even when so many lost their way.”


  The outburst pleased Blaine greatly but also gave him some reservations. Had there been divisions amongst Draconess’ own guard? “Thank you,” he told the dragon, “thank you all. Now you have a chance to prove your worth to me. An outrunner brings news that the King, your king, is in danger. I intend to run to him myself and secure his safety. A host of demons advance and he is surrounded by the weakness of humanity. Will you join me?” A satisfying chorus rose in response to his request. “Lightly equip yourselves and assemble at the southern perimeter. Now!”


  They all sprinted out without delay. Blaine swiftly pulled on a leather jerkin to act as padding between his body and his armour, which stood awaiting him on its stand. Freshly cleaned by his own hand only the night before, the gold glistened. The armour was unique, like his sword, and it too had a sibling set that he would one day present to the King. The metal was thick, far thicker than any human could endure to wear, with large ornamental pauldrons representing part of the severed sun of the Guardian. The symbol itself was prominently raised on the chest piece. He donned his greaves and gauntlets as well but decided to keep his feet lighter, and chose a pair of leather boots instead. Readying himself for battle lit a fire in him that had guttered lifelessly for too long. This might be my first fight since… But he could not remember the exact details. He glanced down to the three white gems on the grip of his blade. There, the full memory resided. He pressed a thumb gently on the gem closest to the pommel and it popped out of its socket. The gem was heavy in his hand, laden with memories.


  Most of those memories were his own but some were not. Dare he revisit his greatest failure? He had kept the memory in the gem so it would be stored perfectly. Inside the jewel, it would not fade with time or be altered by himself. Consciously or not, everyone on occasion twists their own memories. If we alter it just enough for long enough then that becomes the truth of it. It was a Guardian’s duty to preserve and to keep watch. Some memories should not be forgotten. Another time, he decided, depositing the gemstone back into the sword.


  He was not yet ready.


  Chapter 16


  TORRIDON


  DARNUIR WATCHED THE robed man with the arced hair materialise before him once more. As always, his vision was jarred and the familiar conversation played out.


  “… with that, and enough time, I will find the answer for you, for us!” the stranger said, a little nervously.


  “You are sure?” Darnuir asked him in a considered tone. “I seek answers,” he reminded the man, “not more questions.”


  “I am, though it will take a deal of secrecy to begin my work without interruption or suspicion,” the stranger said. “Few are as open-minded or understanding as you, Darnuir.”


  “Few share my passion to preserve my race,” Darnuir said. “Even my father lacks that most base instinct of survival. I feel he has resigned himself.”


  “We shall turn the tide,” the stranger assured him.


  Darnuir felt as though he had more to say, even more to feel, but vision and sound swirled as the scene transformed in front of him. The next vision was far clearer. He found himself in a grand room, with a long crescent moon table of golden stone. Two carved chairs faced many small freestanding ones on the opposite side. Maps were strewn across it, along with plates of half-eaten food and goblets of untouched wine. He shared the room with a man of shoulder-length blond hair, who he knew well yet resented greatly.


  “Father,” Darnuir began slowly, “I see that the strain of kingship is ruining you but there is no need for you to continue if you can longer bear it.”


  Draconess turned to him, bearing an expression of utter disbelief. “You would ask me to abdicate? To grant you the power?”


  “I would,” Darnuir said. “Not for my sake but for the sake of our people. We both know I am the more natural warrior. With the sword, I could—”


  “Storm Kar’drun?” Draconess said, his temper rising. “Cut your way through a hundred thousand demons and slay our foe yourself? Do you believe it is so simple?”


  “I would win us more battles!” Darnuir said. “I would re-take lost ground; I would turn defeat into victory; and yes, I would kill him if I could reach him.”


  “Such arrogance,” his father said. “It pains me to see how little you have listened. How little you have learned.”


  Darnuir’s frustration hit a boiling point. “Father, give me the sword! It cannot not make matters worse.”


  “Could it not?” Draconess said, unsheathing the Dragon’s Blade with a flourish. The tip of the blade caught one of the nearby glasses and sent its contents across the table. The spilt wine flowed across the table, soaking one of the maps in a bloodlike stain.


  Darnuir looked at the Dragon’s Blade and drank it in. The carved head of the dragon, the wings descending downward, and the thick blade etched with the forked tongue of the beast. A hunger gripped him, along with a great desire to raise his hand towards it. Yet before anymore could be done or said, Darnuir felt the jerk of being pulled away from the scene and away from his body.


  He awoke as he did most mornings now: heart pounding and chest heaving. His dreams were becoming increasingly vivid. The first one, the one he had most frequently, had expanded a little since his initial viewing. The second one had been new to him and even more disturbing. It had felt like he had known that man. Did I call him father? If so, why did I feel so bitter in his company? He was beginning to suspect that these dreams were flashes from his past life. That or his imagination had become both twisted and stale. Though the reason as to why they were appearing now eluded him. Again, he suspected his new sword was to blame.


  However, if they were memories, they were worrying. What did I promise to the stranger? Why does that dream never appear fully formed? He had a lot of questions and there was no one who could answer them. Brackendon had told him that Kasselle might have insight. He hoped she would.


  As sleep was no longer an option, Darnuir decided to get some fresh air. First, he had to navigate his way over the other hunters inside the stuffy crannog. The air inside the Great Crannog was acrid from the number of people crammed into it. Their sleeping bodies lined the inner hall in a circle, following the shape of the cavernous space. He quietly stepped over his fellows in search and felt relief when he emerged out onto the decking. A gust of wind did much to wake him fully and he took in the scene in the pre-dawn dark.


  The Great Crannog in which he had suffered such poor sleep served as hunter station for the Cairlav Marshes. Despite its impressive size, it was now quite full, as was the town back on shore, swelled in population by the survivors of the Boreac Mountains and fleeing marsh dwellers. Torridon lay at the edge of the loch, a blip of civilisation amongst the muddy pools, tall grass and bright fauna; separated by a simple wooden wall. Pine from the Boreac Mountains was the dominant material of construction for the town. At least one thing is familiar. Numerous vessels, ranging from rowboat to trading ship, lined the pebbled shore. Water slapped gently up against the boats, the stones and the columns of the crannog. The height of the town was raised several storeys by sizeable smoke-houses, releasing a steady stream of fish-infused mist. The smell was intense. There was smoke, salt, and fish flesh, but perhaps something more? His nose twitched under the strain of the fumes. The strength of it led him to cough and splutter. In his convulsion, he only heard the footsteps approaching once they were right behind him.


  “Are you okay?” Balack asked.


  “Yes I’m… I’m fine,” Darnuir struggled to say. “Can’t you smell it?”


  “A little fishy,” Balack said. “Nothing too strong. Why, what do you smell?


  “I can’t describe it. It feels like one of those smoked fish has been rammed up by nose.”


  “A disturbing image,” Balack yawned as he stretched. “I worry about you, Darnuir,” he added, “you’ve not been sleeping right. Always muttering and reaching for your sword half the time.”


  Darnuir managed to right himself as the initial force subsided. “How do you know that?”


  “Because I’m not sleeping well either,” said Balack. “Though likely for different reasons.”


  “I’m alright, Balack,” Darnuir said. “I think I am just going through some kind of, hmm, adjustment period.”


  “It’s not just me you know,” Balack said. “You haven’t quite been yourself at times. These strange moments that come over you, what are they?”


  “I don’t know,” Darnuir said softly. “It frightens me a little, I must admit.” Almost on cue, the dull prod returned.


  “Does something bring them on? Do they just come out of nowhere,” Balack said. “Have you noticed anything that eases it? Have you—”


  “I told you, human. I don’t know!” Darnuir said, rounding on a stunned Balack. No! I didn’t even have warning that time. “I’m sorry,” he said.


  Balack just looked concerned. “It’s fine,” he said. “I was going to practice with my bow. Care to join me? There wasn’t a chance to stop in the marshes.” Darnuir was warmed by his friend’s genuineness.


  “Of course!” he said. Some repetitive training might do him some good.


  Although the marshland hunters took quarters in their Great Crannog, the area they used for target practice was outside the town walls. It was necessary for archery, lest they would lose countless arrows to the water. Quivers slung across their backs and bows over their shoulders, Darnuir and Balack picked their way through the crowds. Their trip through the town was brief but awkward. The volume of refugees meant that the streets were packed. Darnuir’s newly-enhanced sense of smell registered the lurid scents of sweat and grime. Like before, the intensity of it gave him the uncanny feeling that he was smelling something else entirely. It was strangely sweet, as though the weary had lined their clothes with crumbs of cake. The sensation was alien to him and unnerving.


  At the practice range, Balack warmed up by emptying his quiver into a stuffed sack, dressed up as a spectre. Darnuir took a few shots at a target himself but was more interested to watch Balack. After retrieving his arrows, Balack refilled his quiver but kept three arrows in his hand.


  “Was this what you wanted to show me?” Darnuir asked.


  “Yes,” Balack said, shuffling his feet into position and readying himself. “I’ve been working on it for a while now. Mainly back at the station when we were on leave. I think I’m ready to try it out for real now.”


  “As in combat?”


  “Hopefully,” Balack said. “Over the last year, when we were out on patrols, if we were ever ambushed, it was always hard to get a good shot off.”


  “What?” Darnuir said incredulously. “You always made excellent shots, a few I would have thought impossible.”


  “But that’s just it,” Balack said, “I only made a few. What is a few kills worth in a battle?” He paused, perhaps waiting for Darnuir to respond. “I felt useless in the battle, at Cold Point I mean,” he continued sombrely.


  “Balack, you must have taken out dozens of them,” Darnuir said. Where was this all coming from?


  “I was stuck behind a window!” Balack said. “A lot of us were. If I had been down there, I might have… I might have…” he trailed off. Darnuir guessed as to the reason why.


  “I was down there,” Darnuir said, “and the spectre still got to her from the shadow of the tree. Nothing would have saved her.”


  “Even so,” Balack said resolutely, “I don’t want to be trapped behind a wall again. I don’t want to be stuck at the back while everyone else is at the front. This will help.”


  “Holding three arrows in your draw hand will help?”


  Balack grinned. “Remember having to practice running and shooting at the same time?”


  “Not fondly,” Darnuir said. “I never quite got the hang of that.”


  “Nor has anyone really,” Balack said. “The first shot is easy. The trouble is reaching behind yourself for the next arrow, drawing it and firing, whilst maintaining your eye on the target, which, in reality, is also likely moving.”


  “That’s why archers tend to stand still,” Darnuir said.


  “Which is to our detriment. Think how deadly the hunters could be if we could all pursue our foes and fire rapidly after them?”


  “Show me then.”


  Balack beamed at him, steadied himself with a few good breaths, then fired. He immediately flicked one of his spare arrows up to the string, drew and fired again. He repeated this for a third time, each arrow sliced into the head of the fake spectre. It all took place in the space of a second or less. Balack turned to him with an expectant look. Darnuir’s stunned silence seemed to satisfy him.


  “Now I’ll show you it on the move!” Balack said and drew another three arrows. This time he advanced slowly forwards and launched his arrows again in quick succession. He sent each one at a different target. They weren’t all perfect shots but they all hit. Chest, midriff or head, the target is still dead. Darnuir was beginning to see the power of this technique.


  “Can you do it as you’re running?” Darnuir asked. “I’m impressed, but walking in a fight isn’t wise.”


  “I’m working on it,” Balack said. He performed his display for a third time, stepping in a sprint. “Damn!” he exclaimed. “Missed one.”


  “In a packed fight, you’d likely still hit something,” Darnuir said. “Just hopefully not a friend.”


  “Do you want to try it?” Balack asked.


  Darnuir pondered. A bow had never felt as comfortable to him as a sword and this art seemed particularly delicate. He lifted out three arrows like Balack had but struggled to even draw one without the others falling out of his grip.


  “It’s all in the finger work,” Balack said. “It will just take time.”


  Darnuir struggled with the shafts a few more times. “This is really not my strong point,” he said. Still he tried again. And again. And again. This was meant to take the edge off, not make me more frustrated. He tried one last time, managing to get off the shot without dropping the shafts, but they slipped immediately after. Why am I even doing this? I have a flying sword. He dropped the bow and unstrapped his quiver.


  “What are you doing?” Balack said. “You’ve only just started. Just firing one shot took me weeks.”


  Darnuir paid him no heed. He unsheathed the Dragon’s Blade with a clarity of mind he had not felt in a long time. He focused on the target ahead, drew back his arm and launched the sword forwards. The blade whistled through the air, lopped off the dummy’s head and soared back to Darnuir’s waiting hand. He caught it and twirled the sword satisfactorily.


  “Well,” Balack choked out, “that also works.”


  The two friends laughed and Darnuir’s head eased. It felt like they had not laughed at all in months, maybe longer. They continued at their new exercises. Balack running increasingly faster and attempting to hold ever more arrows in his draw hand. Darnuir also experimented with throwing his sword with movement. It seemed that no matter how far he ran or how bizarrely he weaved, the sword found its way back to his hand. If he veered suddenly to one side, the sword would adjust its path. Time passed pleasantly and, as the morning sun rose, the town began to stir. Bustling movement could be heard on the other side of the town wall and they would have to relent soon.


  Reluctantly, Darnuir decided he ought to return and discuss their plans with Scythe and Cosmo. If Cosmo will even speak to us. I need him. He looked down at the Dragon’s Blade and felt elated at its capabilities. I wonder what would happen if I turned my back? He could afford one last untested throw. Launching the blade out over the loch with all his might, he turned his back. Upon facing his new direction, he saw two mounted men approaching Torridon. Preoccupied by these men, Darnuir forgot about his sword. A powerful thump knocked him flat on his face. Dazed, he lifted his head from the lichen and wiped the worst of the mud off as Balack rushed over to him.


  “Lose your footing?” he sniggered.


  “If only,” Darnuir said. “Maybe I have to be concentrating on it coming back to me or have my hand ready for it to work?”


  “Maybe?” Balack chortled. “Sort of adds something to ‘falling on your own sword’.”


  “Did you see those riders?” Darnuir asked.


  “Yes,” Balack replied more seriously. “We should head back.”


  Suddenly, the wounded cry of an eagle cut through the air. The bird jostled ungracefully with what looked like an injured wing. Kymethra landed inelegantly near them in her human form, clutching at her upper arm. Her robe was ripped and the flesh beneath it shredded deep. Blood poured from her wound.


  “Kymethra!” Darnuir began, but she cut him off.


  “I’m alright,” she hissed through clenched teeth. “Those clumsy bastards are going to be sorry when they get back.”


  “It looks bad,” Balack said. “You’ll need to—”


  “Shh boy,” Kymethra interrupted. “I can stop the worst of it.” She placed a hand over her wound and fell to her knees, shaking and jerking. When she pulled her hand away, the skin had sealed over but looked raw and rough. She let out a groan of pain as she collapsed. Darnuir elevated her head. She looked so ill. A few strands of her hair turned white from the roots and her skin matched its pallor. “Sometimes, healing just makes you feel worse,” she struggled to say. “Well then, carry me back.”


  Darnuir lifted her without thinking and found she was quite light. Even for a small woman, she was far lighter than she ought to be. She wrapped an arm weakly around his neck and he found he could run while carrying her. Balack hurriedly followed in their wake. They made it to the town gates just as the gatekeepers were about to close them behind the mounted men.


  “Hold the gates!” Darnuir ordered. As he hurtled through the entrance, he passed the two riders but only caught a glimpse of them. They were covered in a dark steel from head to toe, and wore jet cloaks laced with white. Kymethra groaned in his arms.


  “Brackendon,” she managed to say. “Get me… get me…”


  “Hold on,” he said. “Balack, where is Brackendon?”


  “He was in the crannog, I think,” Balack said.


  They wasted no time in forcing their way through the busy town to the shore of the loch. The bridge out to the Great Crannog was another matter. Darnuir had to employ some artful footwork to navigate the hunters and piled supplies there. Many shouts and calls of shock or surprise followed but they ran on.


  “What happened?” Brackendon said gruffly when they found him in the inner hall.


  “She was injured,” Darnuir said. “She used magic to heal herself.”


  The need for action seemed to snap Brackendon out of the stupor he had been in of late. “Darnuir, follow me,” he said. “Balack, go find water and bread to soak up the residual magic in her. Quickly now!”


  Balack did as he was bid. Darnuir shadowed Brackendon as he searched for a room with some privacy. There were many side rooms to check, most of which were only blocked off by thick curtains. Brackendon pushed back several hangings before announcing, “This looks suitable.”


  The room contained a single hard-looking bed, several quivers of arrows and multiple reed baskets of varying size. A squat-looking table bore some scattered ink and parchment, underneath a small opening overlooking the loch.


  “I think this might be Edwin’s room,” Brackendon commented, examining some of the paperwork.


  “I’m sure he won’t mind,” Darnuir said, setting Kymethra down on the bed.


  “Bastard,” Kymethra mumbled. “Shot me.”


  Brackendon bent down to her side and examined her in some wizardly fashion. He pressed his hand gently on her stomach and let out a coarse sigh. “It’s not so bad,” he said. “You’ll be fine.”


  “I know that, Brackers,” she whispered.


  “Why did you do it?” Brackendon asked in return.


  “Losing a lot of blood,” she said. “Had to.”


  “You didn’t try making more to replace—” he began.


  “Maybe,” she said with the flicker of a smile. “Just a tiny bit. Got carried away.”


  “Fool,” Brackendon said kindly, but stroked her hair all the same.


  Darnuir began to feel incredibly in the way and unnecessary.


  “How’s my hair?” she asked.


  “A few new whites,” Brackendon told her. “Just a few strands.”


  She groaned. “But I liked it the way it was. So did you.”


  Darnuir most definitely felt it was time to depart. “If you have need of me then don’t hesitate…” he trailed off as he slunk out of the room.


  Balack hurried over when he saw him emerge from the room, carrying a jug of water and a heel of crusty bread. Darnuir nodded towards the room and Balack dashed inside. Scythe was nearby in the hall, looking harassed.


  “What has happened?” he asked.


  “Kymethra is injured,” Darnuir said. “She tried to heal herself but overdid it.”


  “Very well,” Scythe said brusquely. “I need you to come with me. Riders have appeared at the gate demanding Edwin’s presence. Chevaliers from Brevia, I am told. It seems you’re drawing the world to us.”


  Chevaliers? Darnuir had only ever heard of them from Cosmo. They rode out to assemble the armies for what become the battle at Demon’s Folly. “Do you think they are here to…”


  “I think it would be best for us to simply go and find out,” Scythe said. “I’d bring Cosmo along too but I feel his manners might escape him around such people, not that I care much more for them. I have a tendency to speak my mind.” He seemed lost for a moment in contemplation. “I never truly appreciated how much work he did for me, Cosmo that is. Since, well, you know, he has been so absent. For the men’s sake, I hope he returns to us soon. Currently he is asleep. Passed out from the drink.”


  “He needs our help now, Scythe,” Darnuir said. He had been little comfort to Cosmo so far. The pain was still too near. Approaching Cosmo would only make Darnuir feel worse. It was especially selfish of him to stay away. Cosmo had sat and talked with him the morning after Eve died, just to let Darnuir know he was there. Cosmo himself had walked in silence for days, breaking his quietness only to stop and forage their dwindling supplies for the last of the mountain goat’s milk for his son. Every day, the smell of it had grown a little fouler, but the crying boy had sucked gratefully on the soaked cloth all the same. There had been little choice.


  “And I would help him if I could,” Scythe said. “But I have hundreds of hunters to care for and thousands of people, even just here in this one town.” His words were heavy. “Come, let us see what these Chevaliers from Brevia have to say. I know I have a few things I’d like to say to them.”


  Chapter 17


  FRIENDS AND FOES


  DARNUIR TRAVELLED WITH Scythe back towards Torridon’s gates to meet the Chevaliers. As they crossed the long bridge from the Great Crannog to the shore, Darnuir noticed Garon dishing out portions of porridge from a large pewter pot to the youngest and sickest. The oats were watery but graciously accepted all the same. Slung over his spooning arm was a basket of the dried, smoked fish from the town. Garon broke up pieces of the trout and salmon and handed them out as well. And there I was playing with my sword this morning. Like I was a child again and Cosmo had given me a new, larger stick. He felt compelled to join Garon, to make amends for his selfishness, but Scythe needed him too. I cannot be everywhere at once.


  They reached the pebbled shore and began the difficult task of pushing through the crowds into the town. Torridon was full to bursting. It was even worse than earlier that day now everyone was awake. The fumes from the large smoke houses filled the air overhead, enhancing the cramped feeling. The Chevaliers had come a little way into town and had tried to clear a space free from the bedraggled around themselves. They were the most heavily-armoured men Darnuir had ever encountered. They remained mounted upon their enormous horses and towered above the refugees. Darnuir had seen few enough horses in his time but they had been less than half the size of these creatures. One man’s face was hidden behind his visor, while his companion had deemed to lift his, holding a silk handkerchief under his nose.


  “Ah, about time,” the chevalier with the kerchief snapped haughtily. “Are you Edwin then?” he directed at Scythe.


  “No,” Scythe sneered, “Captain Edwin is still to return form the marshes. I’d have thought this would have been explained to you.”


  “We have been told a great many things from a number of people,” the Chevalier said. “And none of them have been told the same way twice. Who are you then? Your leathers give you both away as hunters of the Boreac Mountains. When leaving Brevia, we had word that the mountains had succumbed to the demons.”


  “I am Scythe, Captain of the Boreac Hunters. The mountains were under siege but we who survived have escaped and are fleeing still. My companion here is Darnuir, King of Dragons.”


  “King?” the Chevalier said, raising his thin eyebrows, “and of dragons, no less. Yes, that was one of the tales we heard while we waited here.” The man examined Darnuir intently. “Darnuir? Could it be true? I have rarely seen a dragon with a burgeoning beard. My name is Raymond, for what it is worth.”


  “I shall not waste your time, Raymond,” Darnuir said. He brought out the Dragon’s Blade with ample ceremony for the men to see. Raymond lowered his kerchief and momentarily forgot the odour in the air. I’m beginning to like having an effect on people. Raymond’s companion remained unstirred. “Yes, Darnuir is my name, and here is the Dragon’s Blade.”


  “Certainly it looks impressively dragonish,” Raymond leered. “But can you fly? Breathe fire? Is your skin as hard as thick steel?”


  “Has any dragon flown since the transformation?” Scythe questioned. “I can attest to Darnuir’s authenticity. I have seen the blade launch fire and him singlehandedly beat off a demon horde.” He lied of course, for he had not been at the battle, yet he spoke so convincingly that Darnuir felt no one would deny it. Darnuir smiled at Scythe, who gave a quick nod back. “It would not bode well to provoke a dragon with idle demands,” Scythe warned. “We are but cowering children in comparison, are we not?”


  “Far be it from me to deny a King of Beasts,” Raymond said pompously. “It has been so long since the dragons contributed to the world that it seems I have forgotten what they can and cannot do. Perhaps provoking the dragon would finally awaken them from whatever slumber they have dwelt in.”


  “I have done nothing to you,” Darnuir said. “Why hold this anger towards me?”


  “Oh it’s not just you, don’t worry,” Raymond assured him. “You are but a representative of your leeching race. Twenty years your kind has taken from human lands, from human tables, and when our time of need arises, once more they vanish.”


  “Our time of need was great for months,” Darnuir said. “Where was Brevia when the Boreacs burned and bled?”


  “Struggling to cope with the chaos your kind has left in its sudden departure,” Raymond said. “Good King Arkus sends a call to arms to counter Castallan’s threats and swathes of the men registered on the rolls leave his lands. Whole regiments depleted, any sense of order gone. Refugees from the Dales and Marshes scurrying north and demons roaming freely in the south. What help was the King to send in haste?”


  “I am not in control of the dragons,” said Darnuir curtly.


  “Clearly!” Raymond said.


  “Stop it,” Scythe said, for once the voice of reason. “Raymond, I have no great love of his kind but this will get us nowhere. Now state your purpose. I can think of only one reason for Chevaliers to roam so far from the capital.”


  “Indeed,” Raymond said, “and a far flung place from the civilised world this is. As I said, King Arkus has called all able-bodied men to Brevia to assemble. Now that some semblance of order has been restored in the Crown Lands, there is a chance to gather in force.”


  “Are you not aware that Castallan’s army crosses the marshlands as we speak?” Darnuir said. My craning neck grows weary from speaking to you, human. The thought had come unbidden. Another thought came to him, of the Dragon’s Blade spinning gracefully and relieving the man at his collar. Darnuir shook his own head. No, why do I have these thoughts?


  “We are not aware,” Raymond said. “We have been riding hard for weeks. We travelled west to the border of the forest, and down to the tip of the loch. After acquiring passage at Inverdorn, we have been progressing through the Golden Crescent, informing all we meet. So no, we have not heard of the movements of Castallan’s army.”


  “Did droves of refugees fleeing north to the forest not seem suspicious?” Scythe asked.


  “As I said, Captain, chaos is the word of the present. We are merely following orders.”


  “We will be happy to pass along your message to the people here,” Darnuir said. “Perhaps you ought to leave?”


  “Was that an order?” Raymond said.


  “We are fleeing for our lives,” Darnuir implored. “Castallan’s army hounds us. Go back to Brevia and tell Arkus to send his army west to aid us.”


  “Or south to the Bastion,” Scythe suggested. “Whichever Arkus deems fit.”


  “You would speak of your King in such tones?” Raymond asked.


  “I was always told that a good captain looks after his hunters and the people he is charged with,” Scythe said. “Arkus is Captain of us all, yet look around you, Chevalier,” he swept his hands dramatically. “Look at the state of his people. Brevia does nothing. We must take matters into our own hands.”


  “The consequence of following a dragon,” Raymond said tersely. “They care nothing for our kind.”


  “Well I do!” Darnuir said passionately. “These are my people. They have suffered due to my existence. But I assure you that I will see them made safe.”


  “Then run to the demons,” Raymond said “Let them have their prize. Save your ‘people’ if you mean your words.”


  “Edwin suggested the same thing,” Darnuir said bitterly.


  “This Edwin sounds like a reasonable man,” Raymond said. “And officially, we are to relay our message to him, so, if you don’t mind us waiting?”


  Darnuir felt a temper rise hotly in him; that same anger that often caused him to lose control. I must contain it this time. He fought against it but the prodding on his mind quickened and it felt as if some invisible force were yanking at him from behind his eyes. Perhaps Scythe had an inkling of the signs of these episodes, for he answered Raymond on Darnuir’s behalf.


  “As we said, Captain Edwin is yet to return from patrol. He might be some time.”


  That the gates of the town swung inward at that moment, and that a band of bloodied and bruised hunters in red muddy leathers stumbled inside, was almost mocking. A short, stocky, man with a strong but swollen jaw led the pack.


  “Ah,” Scythe said. “That would be him now.”


  “Bleedin’ spectres,” Edwin mumbled by way of explanation when he and his party drew up to them all. “Well isn’t this quite the gathering?”


  “Captain Edwin?” Raymond asked.


  “Aye, that’ll be me,” Edwin said. “One moment, Chevalier,” he said and turned to dismiss the hunters that followed him through the gates. “You lot, go patch yer’selves up.” The men and women trotted by looking exhausted. Some had escaped whatever skirmish they had been in with only a few cuts, while others held limp arms, or leaned heavily on their bow for support. Once they had passed, Edwin faced Raymond once more. “Must’ve been a spectre vanguard that found us,” he explained. “None o’ the men I sent east returned. We would have come away even worse, or not at all, if we hadnae been alert. Some blasted bird kept swooping overhead, likely geeing us away.”


  “That eagle was a friend of ours,” Darnuir told him. “She’s a shape-shifter. You wounded her badly.”


  “What?” Edwin said a bit dazed. “Ach, I’m sorry, lad. I didn’t know. She alright?”


  “She should pull through,” Darnuir said.


  Raymond coughed from above and sniffed loudly. Edwin did not seem to hear him.


  “Glad to hear it,” he said. “Look we have tae pick ourselves up and get going at once. We cannae stay here a moment longer.”


  Raymond coughed again.


  “Can I help?” Edwin asked, spitting a glob of blood onto the ground. Raymond eyed the saliva distastefully.


  “Captain Edwin,” Raymond began, “by order of King Arkus, you are to send every able-bodied man to Brevia. Your hunters are exempt but must maintain order in the region.”


  Edwin massaged his jaw for a few long seconds. “Didn’t catch yer name there, Chevalier.”


  “Raymond,” he said, “of House Tarquill.”


  “Ah, that’s a nice name,” Edwin said. “We don’t have nice names like that oot here. Can I ask ye something, Raymond of House Tarquill?” Raymond seemed confused but remained silent. “Are ye deaf?”


  The Chevalier’s expression hardened at once. “I beg your pardon?”


  “Or simple?” Edwin added. “Maybe yer both?”


  “I beg your pardon,” Raymond said through gritted teeth.


  “Pardon?” laughed Edwin. “No, you won’t get that. Did ye not hear what I just said? There’s a great big army of demons swarming all over the south; moving so fast you’d think Dranus himself is wiping their fiery wee arses!”


  A clap of thunder rolled somewhere from the east. Darnuir saw dark grey clouds assembling, heavy with water, and jagged in shape. As they edged closer, they began to block out the sun, casting long shadows. The horses grew restless and their riders fought at the reins to keep them in control. Darnuir looked again at the faceless man and felt uneasy. Instinct told him something was wrong. Other than settling his horse, he had not moved at all. Darnuir cautiously tightened his grip on the Dragon’s Blade.


  “So I’ll ask ye again,” Edwin said. “Are you deaf or simple?”


  Raymond’s temperament seemed to be reaching its limit. His hand drifted towards his own sword.


  “Stop this!” Darnuir said as sternly as he could. This was quickly getting out of hand.


  “Edwin, you’re exhausted,” Scythe said. “You should take some rest while we prepare to move out.”


  “And I think you better leave now,” Darnuir told Raymond. “Go tell Arkus to send aid. Tell him the King of Dragons has returned. Word from one of his Chevaliers should be proof enough to satisfy the rumours that reach him.”


  The tension was palpable and was broken only by a gatekeeper scurrying towards them.


  “Sir!” the man bellowed at no one in particular. Who does he mean? One Chevalier, two Captains and a Dragon King. Sir just about covered them all. “Sir!” he said again, “men at the gate.”


  “What!” Scythe scorned, looking visibly stressed by the news. “Who are they?”


  “I dunno, sir,” the gatekeeper said. “But there’s maybe thirty of them and they are wearing armour of gold.”


  Gold? Could it really be dragons? Here? He had considered that meeting other dragons was still something far off. I’m not ready for this.


  “By order of the Guardian of Tenalp, open this door!” a voice roared above the wind, whistling through the long marsh grass. “Open this door so we may come to our King.”


  Whoever they were, they seemed impatient.


  “This is turning into quite the farce,” Raymond commented.


  “Edwin!” Scythe exclaimed, rounding on him. “I thought you said they were far off.”


  “I said I heard they were, Scythe,” Edwin said. “Nowt but rumours and hearsay, remember?”


  “Open this door!” the dragon outside roared. “Very well. Light Bearers, prepare to break it down.” The poor gatekeeper looked aghast.


  “Well, go open the door before they charge!” Darnuir ordered. It seemed to bring the man to his senses and he scarpered off.


  The gate swung inwards and in marched the promised collection of golden-clad dragons. They had bodies of men and their expressions were severe and serious. Half of them carried enormous rectangular shields, which could cover their bodies from shin to neck. The exception seemed to be the dark blond-haired man at their head, who oozed a quiet confidence. His armour was either the most magnificent or the most ludicrous that Darnuir had ever seen. His pauldrons were gigantic and appeared to be ornamental suns. I hope that I never have to wear something like that. That is far too cumbersome.


  “Greetings, Darnuir,” the dragon in the bulky armour said. “May Dwna shine upon our first meeting. My name is Blaine, Guardian of Tenalp, at your service.”


  “Hello?” Darnuir said hesitantly. Blaine surveyed the scene around him. His amber-flecked eyes lingered on the two Chevaliers.


  “Darnuir, we shall have time to converse fully later,” said Blaine. “We are here to escort you to safety. A host of demons rapidly approaches and you must leave at once.”


  “Yes, we were just discussing that,” Darnuir said. “I fear that if there are any more interruptions, we will never get going.”


  “We?” Blaine said curiously. “Darnuir, we cannot tarry. You must come at once. Your people await you in the forest of Val’tarra.”


  “Ah, so that’s where you’ve all gotten to?” Raymond said. He had attempted his usual lazy haughtiness but it contained a pinch of fear. Darnuir sensed a strange sweetness brush under his nose. Why would I be smelling that?


  “Hiding once more,” Raymond droned on. “Seeking the blue skins for protection.”


  “Careful, human,” Blaine said. “Refrain from such condescending remarks of our fairy allies. That looks like fine armour. I’d regret having to prove how soft it really is.”


  Another clap of thunder, this time louder, and Darnuir did not fail to notice the shadows along the ground grow larger as the jagged clouds crept closer.


  “I’m not leaving,” Darnuir said. “Not on my own at least. Val’tarra was our destination so we can make our way there together. All of us.”


  “Darnuir,” Blaine said, as if speaking to a child. “My outrunners tell me that the demons number well into the tens of thousands. We cannot hope to defeat them in battle. We can only outrun them if you join us now. Your people—”


  “Are right here!” Darnuir insisted. “I will not leave them to die.” It was the one thing he was certain of. He was not going to leave them all, not now. Not Cosmo. He needs me, I’m sure. Not Balack. Not Brackendon or even Kymethra. Not Cassandra. How can I go without those green eyes, that perfect smile? I promised her she would be free, not condemned to death. Not even Garon. Garon? The man himself appeared on the scene. He joined the gathering crowd, looking perplexed. His pewter pot was empty, as was his basket of fish.


  “Is something wrong?” he asked.


  “Garon, stay out of it,” Scythe said. “They are too many opinions here already.”


  “Yet only one that matters,” Blaine said. “Darnuir, come now.”


  “Can naebody use their ears today?” Edwin asked. “The boy said he ain’t going. Isn’t he supposed to be yer King? Shouldn’t ye dae what he says?”


  “I have neither the time nor the desire to explain the minutiae of my position to you,” Blaine said. “In short, I do not ‘have’ to. Darnuir, you will come with me now or we will take you.”


  Oh will you, Darnuir thought but did not quite have the courage to say. The dragon was intimidating.


  “I wouldn’t worry about his insolence, Lord Guardian,” Raymond said. “These southerners have yet to learn how to address their betters.”


  Darnuir felt it then. Some instinct took over him. Something bestial. He raised the Dragon’s Blade ready. Edwin drew his sword as well, brandishing it at Raymond. The Chevaliers both unsheathed their weapons and kicked their steeds forwards. Raymond pointed his sword threateningly towards the hunter. From his elevated position, he could take Edwin’s head off if he had the notion.


  “Go on then, Raymond of House Tarquill,” Edwin spat. “Prove yer man enough to use that thing. I dare you.”


  “Edwin,” Darnuir pleaded. “Let it go. He’ll be on his way now, right Raymond?”


  Darnuir looked to Scythe for support but the wiry captain seemed unable to find any words.


  “Eighty years have I been absent,” Blaine said, “yet petty bickering still leads men quick to naked steel. Do not draw your blades, humans, unless you intend to use them.”


  Raymond narrowed his eyes, and slowly lowered his sword. Edwin raised his eyebrows mockingly at him. Darnuir noticed Garon let out a sigh of relief beside him. That could have ended badly.


  “Come, brother,” Raymond said to his companion. “We have over-stayed our welcome.”


  Raymond’s silent companion began to move but not away. Face still hidden under his visor, the man carried his horse on a few short steps towards Edwin.


  “Got something to add?” Edwin said.


  The Chevalier lifted his sword.


  Edwin tried to call out one last time. Perhaps a final jibe or a howl of shock, but the sound caught in his throat as the Chevalier brought his sword down hard. The stroke fell with an inhuman force, cutting the marshland captain to his heart. The smell of the gore laced Darnuir’s nostrils, fresh and bloody; it made his own blood run hot. His head thrummed with a few quick blasts of pain. Edwin gargled his last breath as he hit the muddy earth.


  Darnuir felt the tension tear apart around him.


  Everyone in the vicinity rushed for their weapon. Raymond seemed the most appalled of all and was even more surprised when his fellow Chevalier turned against him. The two clashed atop their horses and Raymond managed to strike his fellow upon the head. Helmet dented, the offending Chevalier removed it. Beneath was a face utterly unremarkable. The man was plain, his hair a common mousey-brown, but his eyes glowed a malevolent red.


  One of the dragon warriors sprinted forward and ripped the man off his horse. Darnuir thought that it would be over in seconds as the dragon prepared to pierce the man’s stomach. But the red-eyed stranger deflected the incoming strike with a speed and strength that was surely beyond him. He slashed at the dragon’s legs, cutting at the knees, jumped to his feet and rammed the unsuspecting dragon through the face. Blaine cried out and Darnuir’s vision was momentarily blurred as a flash of light whipped out from the sword the Guardian bore. His fellow dragons roared their displeasure and those with shields smashed them threateningly off the ground. The red-eyed man remained silent and collected, so sure of himself, despite being overwhelmingly outnumbered. He even edged towards another of the dragons.


  Then screeches came from all around as countless spectres bounded from the shadows, tackling some of the dragons and flying towards anyone in reach.


  On his left, Darnuir saw Garon club a spectre with his pot and make off to engage another two. On his right, a spectre materialised close to Scythe and placed a hand on the captain’s shoulder. The spectre seemed surprised when Scythe pulled it closer to him, flicked out his long skinning knife and placed several punctures in the demon’s back. Movement flashed on Darnuir’s periphery. He turned right and shoved his sword arm forwards to skewer the leaping spectre through the mouth. Rust-coloured blood spurted out of it and smoked as it hit the air. After dealing with another one of the creatures, Darnuir caught a glimpse of the dragons in action. Despite the ambush, they seemed to be faring well. Another two golden bodies lay still in the mud but the rest fought on. The majority of the spectres seemed to be concerned with them. Blaine was attempting to clash with the red-eyed man but spectres continually got in his way, to their own detriment.


  “Darnuir!” Garon called to him. “The dragons can handle themselves, help the people!”


  He did not need to be convinced. Together, they turned their backs on the dragons and Raymond and charged off towards the tumult of the streets. The density of the refugees and exhaustion of the hunters made for easy pickings. The spectres were making extensive use of the shadows available to them, leaping from one to another. Ahead, Darnuir saw one emerge from the side of a smoke-house, three storeys up, and ravage its victim as it landed. Yet resistance was not lacking and the hunters of both regions battled fiercely in the slippery streets. Despite the savagery, Darnuir felt more relaxed than he had during the drama at the gates.


  This, at least, I understand. Fight until it’s done. Fight or die.


  He saw Garon peel off to enter one of the smaller homes; Darnuir carried on. The difficulty was avoiding accidentally hitting a civilian or an ally with his sword as he fought. He came upon a terrified woman who had stumbled to the ground, screaming as her pursuer made to finish her. Darnuir cut upwards and severed the spectre’s wrists. Its hands and weapon landed without causing the woman harm and Darnuir ended the spectre with a blow to the chest.


  The smoke-houses continued to emit their by-product. It mingled with the smoking blood of the demons, obscuring Darnuir’s vision. People appeared to be fleeing towards the loch. Likely, there would be a crush on the shore as the people tried to flee to the safety of the Great Crannog. The spectres would not be able to meld across the water. There will be a bottleneck at the bridge. The spectres will cut them down. Darnuir had to prevent that if he could.


  He drove on towards the water’s edge, carving his way through the stramash of humans and spectres. Something landed upon his back. A barbed blade appeared at his throat. With his free hand, Darnuir caught the spectre’s arm and squeezed with all his might, trying to wrench it away. Darnuir’s neck seared as the edge of the dagger nicked a line across his throat.


  “Arrrh!” he yelled.


  He tightened his grip on the demon and heard a crunch akin to breaking bone. The demon howled wolfishly in his ear as Darnuir flipped it off his back and brought his sword down through its belly. Instinctively, he brought his hand to his throat. There was warm blood but not much of it.


  He pressed on and was about to pass the largest of the smoke-houses when he saw a spectre flying out limply from its doorway. The large forms of Griswald and Rufus followed it, careering down the steps into the fray.


  “Never a bloody moment’s peace,” Garon roared, swiping bear-like at the nearest spectre. “You’ll be sorry me leg is feeling better!”


  Darnuir aided the large hunters for a time then turned to help a marshland huntress. “Duck!” he cried to her, as he hacked high over her head at an advancing spectre, cleaving it in two. Many of the spectres nearby started to melt away into the shadows. Darnuir looked up, expecting an aerial assault, but none came. The sound of the battle was now most prominent from the loch.


  “We have to get to the shore!” Darnuir called to all around him.


  The fight at the shoreline was desperate. A throng of shoving people were attempting to cross the bridge over the loch to the Great Crannog. Some were falling into the water, splashing in panic, screaming or sinking. Many hunters remained trapped along the outer decking of the crannog, attempting to take shots with their bows if they could. Many were hesitant to even try, however, the risk of hitting a fellow hunter or civilian was too high.


  Darnuir considered it a matter for swords as he Rufus and Griswald made it out from the battlefield of Torridon. Underfoot, the pebbles of the shore were already slick with blood from both humans and demons alike. Spectres continued to emerge from the shadows cast by the clouds. Two bounded up as if from the ground itself near Rufus and Griswald. The men set upon the demons with impunity.


  Close to the water’s edge, a pair of white-leathered combatants worked in brilliant synchronisation. Cassandra and Balack were doing more than their fair share. It was more than evident that Cassandra could handle herself and Balack was using his new technique to devastating effect. Several spectres made for them and each fell in quick succession. He’ll soon run low on arrows though, Darnuir thought as he sprinted towards them. Four demons rose around the pair. Cassandra caught one as it was still half-submerged in its shadow; Balack released his final arrow then reached for another. His fingers faltered, failing to find one of his remaining shafts.


  “No!” screamed Cassandra, heaving at Balack’s quiver to pull him away from the oncoming enemies. The two of them lost their footing and collapsed onto the wet stones.


  Still running, Darnuir launched the Dragon’s Blade at the spectres. The sword slammed into the furthest demon, carrying it into the loch. The remaining spectre advanced upon Balack and Cassandra.


  “No!” Darnuir bellowed. He tackled the demon as it raised his shadowy sword above its head and together, they landed in the shallow water. They wrestled for a time before Darnuir managed to bring his fist down on its skull. His burgeoning strength left the spectre’s head in tatters and the water turned foul.


  Darnuir rose, completely soaked, and wiped the water from his eyes. He held out an expectant hand and the Dragon’s Blade obediently returned. Cassandra and Balack lay in a heap where they had fallen. Darnuir rushed to help them up and offered a hand to each.


  “Please don’t die, you two!” he shouted over the noise of the battle. “If you see a man with red eyes, just run.”


  “Thank you,” Balack grunted, getting to his feet.


  “Red eyes!” Cassandra said, her eyes popping with knowing.


  “Just like you mentioned,” Darnuir said. “Is there anything else you know about them?”


  “No, I’m sorry,” she said.


  “Why run?” Balack asked.


  “He is very fast and maybe stronger,” Darnuir explained. “He took down one of the dragons as if he weighed nothing.”


  “Dragons!” they both exclaimed.


  “Yes, dragons are here too,” Darnuir said. “Just stay alive, please?” he pleaded. They both gave him looks in which it was clear they were not going to stay out of the danger.


  He was hardly surprised.


  Darnuir, Cassandra and Balack hastened to re-join the battle at the Crannog’s Causeway. He thought that the spectre’s numbers were dwindling, that victory might be close at hand, and then his heart sank at the sight of the red-eyed man. He emerged from the smoking battlefield of the town with a sword dripping in blood. Were all the dragons dead? Many of the hunters who saw the red-eyed man were confused, taking him at a glance to be a Chevalier. Their mistake cost them their lives.


  “Stay back!” Darnuir yelled. “Stay away from him.” I’ll have to do this. I’m the only one who can. He moved towards the red-eyed man. He only then remembered what this man had done to one of those dragon warriors and his heart beat quicker than Balack could fire arrows. Now would be a good time to lose control again. “Chevalier!” he called out. “Yes you, Red Eyes. Come here. Fight me!”


  Red Eyes obliged, still as silent as before. He approached Darnuir with a touch more caution than he had with his recent kills. They circled each other briefly then the man struck out like a viper. Darnuir blocked him but the force sent him staggering backwards. Red Eyes followed up with another blow that caught the Dragon’s Blade near the cross guard. The twinkling ruby eyes of the dragon’s head were knocked from their sockets and bounced away. No man has this strength.


  In the ensuing duel, nothing Darnuir did was good enough; all his usual steps and moves felt clumsy or slow compared to those of his foe. Remaining alive was his only achievement. Nothing tugged at him from behind his eyes. Nothing prodded at his mind. If there was ever a time for it!


  Red Eyes made no errors but did slip momentarily on the bloody stones, dropping to one knee. Now’s my chance! Putting all his weight behind his swing, Darnuir brought his sword down like a hammer. Red Eyes quickly raised his own. The swords met in mid-air and remained locked there. Darnuir pressed down as hard as he could. He pushed himself to his limit and then, somehow, went beyond it. Something surged through his body and left a bitter taste in his mouth. It made him feel powerful, even euphoric. Red Eyes brought the palm of his spare hand up to steady his sword and kept Darnuir at bay. Their deadlock continued until Red Eyes’ arms gave by just an inch. One final push. Then Darnuir felt more of the strange power course through his body, up to his shoulder and down towards the Dragon’s Blade. He felt as though he were drawing water from a dam and so allowed it to flow freely, filling him, drowning him.


  “Arrrggghhh!” he roared in agony as the foreign energy washed over him. He could not maintain it. He could not control it.


  Beneath him, Red Eyes rallied. He pushed back against Darnuir and rose to his feet with a bull’s force. Darnuir was knocked to the ground. Blood trickled from his nose, a putrid taste was in his mouth, and his head rang from the fall. Red Eyes leered over him; lifeless and indifferent.


  “To the King!” boomed a familiar voice.


  “To the King!” a chorus called in response.


  A beam of unnaturally strong light swept across Red Eyes’ face. It charred his nose and made him reel back, hands wildly covering his face. Blaine raced towards his target with the speed of a galloping horse. Red Eyes barely escaped Blaine’s arcing blow. The fight unfolded like a magnificent display but Blaine held the advantage from the first. His agility and his ferocity were terrifying. Blaine was making it seem easy.


  Was this how I looked at Cold Point?


  The fight ended when Red Eyes lurched towards Blaine, aiming low. Blaine spun to avoid his swing, jumped and landed on the man’s arm, trapping him under his foot. Blaine then removed Red Eyes’ head from his shoulders with a smooth, clean strike of his sword.


  When the remaining spectres saw the death of Red Eyes, they wasted no time fleeing, many throwing themselves into the first shadows they could find.


  Darnuir staggered to his feet, winded. He saw that there were many more dragons than there had been before. Hundreds were filing onto the shore. Then he remembered his fallen rubies. Darnuir quickly scurried to the ground in search of them.


  He found one quite easily and snatched it up. It felt heavy in his hand, far heavier than he anticipated. He placed it carefully in one of the eye sockets of his sword. The other gem eluded him.


  “Looking for this?” Blaine said. The Guardian wasn’t even short of breath.


  “Thank you,” Darnuir said. Blaine placed the ruby in his hand and again, the weight of it took him by surprise. He placed it back in the Dragon’s Blade. Almost immediately, the head pains and the gentle tugging returned. The correlation was too obvious. Why do the rubies cause this?


  “Darnuir,” Blaine said calmly. “We must leave now.”


  “I won’t leave them,” Darnuir insisted. “Not the people from the Boreacs and not those from the marshes either.” Just a glance around revealed the slaughter they would suffer. “We all go.”


  “They won’t make it,” Blaine said. “They won’t outrun the demons. They can’t outrun them. I am sorry.”


  “Carry them then,” Darnuir said. “We’ll carry them.” Kymethra had felt light and these others dragons were surely as strong, if not stronger.


  “What?” Blaine said in astonishment.


  “Carry them,” Darnuir said with more authority. “You’re right. They won’t make it. They are exhausted and their lungs will give out after a few miles. But ours won’t, will they, Blaine?”


  Blaine stood unsure and perplexed. “Darnuir, to run all the way to Val’tarra will be no easy task in itself.”


  “How many dragons have you brought?” Darnuir demanded. He was not going to renege on this. There would be no more needless death on his account.


  “Six thousand,” Blaine said.


  “We numbered far less than that before,” Darnuir said, “and we’ll be even fewer now.” His voiced cracked thinking about the death toll. “Your men can take turns to carry the civilians and the hunters, although the hunters will run whenever they can.” He bore into Blaine’s eyes, beseeching him. He took hold of the dragon’s mightily-armoured shoulders. “Carry them.”


  Blaine looked to the dragon ranks now forming. Some of the dragons already carried survivors upon their backs, or children in their arms.


  So not all my kind are indifferent to human suffering.


  “Very well,” Blaine said. “But the consequences lie with you.”


  Chapter 18


  THE ‘FOURTH FLIGHT’


  CASSANDRA CURSED AS the wheel of the wagon jutted suddenly upwards. The baby boy in her arms wailed in protest and she tried to calm him. He’d just gotten off to sleep but such a journey was not well-suited for rest, be you baby, child or adult. It could be worse though. She could be out there. Running.


  Five dragons hauled the wagon. The team had only rotated once since departing Torridon. Had it been three days now or only two? It had been hard to keep track. The running had continued long into the nights and often started before dawn. The exertion had not yet proved too much for any of the dragons. Perhaps they are too proud to admit it? Chelos never admitted hardship, even when I knew something pained him.


  On and on they ran. Even if they were not carrying the refugees, the effort needed must have been incredible.


  Across the Golden Crescent, they flew with the demons closely trailing them. The invariably flat landscape and wide fields of grain was ideal for such a chase. Any inclines or difficult terrain would have slowed them down. Thousands of stampeding feet kicked up dust and dry dirt; chopped and churned broken crops underfoot and cut a swathe through blossoming field after blossoming field. Hunters from the Crescent had joined them at intervals, adding men and women in leathers of citron yellow and copper brown. Now that she was surrounded by dragons, the difference between Darnuir and the rest of his kin were clear. At their first meeting, she had thought him softer and gentler than Chelos had described. His insistence that the dragons carry everyone else with them to safety suggested this was his genuine nature. Though she had also noticed that he had moments where he was not himself.


  In the Great Crannog, before the spectre attack, Balack had told her that Darnuir was worried by these occurrences. Yet Balack seemed unperturbed by them. He was fiercely loyal to Darnuir, that much was plain, but she had not failed to notice that Darnuir did not meet his friend in the eye. Had the two fallen out over something? No, that did not seem right. Balack never spoke of a disagreement. Perhaps Darnuir held a secret from Balack, but was that really such a crime? She kept her secret from them both as well.


  Her mind drifted to Trask and her escape. The lifting of the canvas at the back of the cluttered wagon; the anxious look upon his face as he helped her out; the longing in his large eyes as they had slipped away from camp. It was similar to how Darnuir sometimes looked at her. Her nose started to feel hot then and water gathered in her eyes. I shouldn’t think about that. Her free hand rummaged in the pocket of her white leather jerkin and found the dragon figurine that Trask had given her years before. She squeezed on it so hard that she thought she might cut herself and the memory would not leave her alone. The tight grip on her shoulder; flashes of metal; screaming…


  “Cassandra,” Brackendon said gently from his seat opposite her, “are you okay? You seemed lost there.”


  She snapped back to the present. “Yes, I’m fine.”


  “Good,” he said. “I thought I might have been left without conscious company.” Though Kymethra was also in the wagon with them, she lay curled up beside Brackendon, resting deeply, despite the discomfort of the journey.


  “How is she?” Cassandra asked.


  “She’s a damned fool,” Brackendon said affectionately. “But she’ll be okay. Magic really is a curse at times. The temptation to just use that little bit more, to think you can handle it in the moment; well, it is very strong.” The wizard shuddered unexpectedly for several seconds and closed his eyes.


  “You don’t seem much better,” Cassandra noted.


  Brackendon coughed twice, sighed deeply, and finally reopened his eyes. “The withdrawal is beginning to get to me.”


  “You’re addicted?”


  “All who use magic become addicted to it,” Brackendon said. “Makes the temptation all the greater.”


  “I don’t remember Castallan ever acting like that?”


  “No, well he has never had his staff broken,” Brackendon said bitterly. “And I assume he has never been broken either.” The wagon careened to one side as their dragon drivers took a sharp turn to avoid another group of runners. Cassandra grabbed onto the side of the cart and brought the baby close to her chest. They landed with a thump and continued on. “Ughhh,” the wizard said, massaging his side.


  “So there is no way to ease the withdrawal?” Cassandra asked.


  “Other than actually drawing on more Cascade energy, there is none,” Brackendon said. “But I have broken before and that is once too many. No matter how badly I shake, no matter how badly I sweat and crave for it, I won’t risk it.”


  The baby gargled from down below and Cassandra glanced at him. He smiled toothlessly at her and gazed up with his oversized infant’s eyes, deep and green. They were a lot like her own. She enjoyed holding the boy. He was sweet and always gave her a smile without expecting anything in return.


  “You’re very curious,” Brackendon remarked.


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to pry.”


  “No, it’s quite alright,” said Brackendon. Cassandra was eager to hear more, to learn more. Some things could not be found in books.


  “How did you lose your staff?”


  “Darnuir never told you?”


  “No,” she said puzzled.


  Brackendon let out a short laugh. “Well, it was Darnuir who destroyed my staff tree. If the tree goes, so does the staff.” Cassandra dropped her jaw, aghast at the news. “Not intentionally, of course,” Brackendon added. “He was having some difficulty controlling the fire from that sword of his.”


  “So, if destroying the tree takes your power away,” she said excitedly, “then why not destroy Castallan’s staff tree? He’ll just be a mess looking for another hit of magic. Not a threat to anybody.” I’d love to see him shake and squirm and beg.


  “Oh…” sighed Brackendon. “If only it were so simple.”


  “What’s the problem?”


  “I don’t think Queen Kasselle or the fairies would take it well if you destroyed the largest tree in Val’tarra,” Brackendon said. “Castallan’s staff wood was taken from it. The Argent Tree. A tree of unprecedented size and silver from root to the end of every leaf.”


  “They wouldn’t do it for the greater good?” she asked.


  “Not everyone shares your hatred of the man,” he told her. “Though I reckon I could challenge you on that.” Another thundering bump in the road shook them considerably. A clump of mashed grass and wheat flew up, nearly hitting Cassandra in the face. With a small groan, the wizard continued. “As for the Argent Tree, you need to understand that it represents everything to them.”


  “Yes, but not even to help end the war? I know that the fairies tend to their forest, grow their trees up from seeds through saplings. But is one of those trees worth everything that has happened?”


  “You’ve just told me more about the fairies in a few lines than most humans could; and they won’t have been trapped in a wizard’s fortress their whole lives,” Brackendon said, impressed.


  “I read a lot while I was there,” she said. “There isn’t much else you can do most days.”


  “Well, this is a pleasant surprise,” he said. “But I’m afraid the author who has taught you about the fairies has neglected some important information.”


  “It was just Jedvar’s Journeying Journal,” she said, a little embarrassed. “More of a travelogue really.”


  “Well Jedvar is right in the essentials but it’s not just that the fairies grow their trees and care for them; they love them fiercely, like children,” Brackendon said, gesturing towards the baby in their presence. “Val’tarra lies at the western edge of the Highlands, and the Highlands are latent with Cascade energy. Five of the Principal Mountains of Tenalp lie there, after all.”


  “I don’t see what this had to—”


  “Patience,” the wizard reproached. “Now, a lot of the magical energy will seep into the air, the ground and the plant life in the Highlands. It will dissipate and drift away through the world but it also seeps into the River Avvorn, which feeds the forest of the fairies.”


  Cassandra listened intently, fascinated.


  The wizard continued, “So the Avvorn brings magic-laden water into the forest and the land and trees there soak it up. But not every living thing can cope with Cascade energy well. Humans and dragons are poor at processing it; fairies are more adept. Take in too much and it will damage us. Same goes for animals and plants. Val’tarra is really a forest of three parts.” He began to count them off on his fingers. “Those silver trees that can cope with the magic. There are those that are normal, with brown trunks and green leaves; these are the ones that haven’t yet taken in enough magic to turn either silver or…”


  “Burn and die?” Cassandra offered.


  “In a sense,” Brackendon said. He held out his blackened forearm. Cassandra gulped looking at it. “The consequence of over-using magic,” he said. “So yes, there are trees in the forest that appear to be burned or charred, but it is the poison of magic not fire that has damaged them. The fairies try to save them, for, if they didn’t, there might not be much of a forest left. Their greatest achievement was the Argent Tree. They believe it was once a blackened sapling that was saved and grew to be a wonder!”


  Cassandra was beginning to understand.


  “They have built their culture around it; it is home to their Queen,” Brackendon continued. “Burn that tree and you might as well burn the whole forest down.”


  “Okay,” she said teasingly. “I promise I won’t burn down the tree. It was only a suggestion.”


  Kymethra began to stir, muttering and mumbling for water. Brackendon tended to her earnestly.


  Is that what real love and trust is?


  From the front of their makeshift carriage, Cassandra heard the dragons yelling at one another to swap runners. They managed to switch drivers effortlessly without interrupting their pace. The enormity of the effort was worthy of a book or a dozen songs. Their feet pounded in rhythm and the ground quaked beneath their weight. A different sound reached her ears then – hooves. On Cassandra’s side of the wagon, the Chevalier called Raymond weaved through the other nearby carts and drew up level with her. His once pristine steel armour was now scratched, dented and splashed with gory stains of unknown origin. His horse’s own armour had been stripped to ease its burden. Despite this, the poor creature looked close to collapsing.


  “Are you Cassandra?” Raymond called out.


  “I am; what is it to you?”


  “Does everyone believe I am a villain too?” he said bitterly. “I told Darnuir and that Guardian that I had no idea about my brother’s misadventure; otherwise, I can assure you that I would have dragged him before the Court myself.”


  Cassandra at least understood his plight. “It is not your fault,” she assured him. “You cannot tell until their eyes turn red.”


  “Well, as I said,” Raymond continued, “had I known in advance, I would not have hesitated to bring him to justice. A Chevalier’s honour is his most valuable asset and Sanders has brought great shame to the name of Tarquill.”


  Courtesy is evidently not as highly valued. Not from what Darnuir said at any rate. Yet his honour was impeachable. Garon had spoken up for Raymond in the aftermath of the battle, saying he had stood alongside him to defend the civilians who had no hope of making it to the Crannog.


  Raymond went on. “But I do not need to justify myself to you.”


  There is some of that charm.


  “I am to take my leave but Darnuir requested I relay a message to you before I depart.”


  “Go on,” she said.


  “He says that the demons press hard against the rear guard and Balack, is that his name?”


  “Yes, tell me,” she said with a hint of alarm.


  “He says that Balack will re-join your company as soon as an outrunner is free to carry him back.”


  “Okay, thank you, Raymond,” she said more calmly. Why did I react like that?


  “Then I shall take my leave,” he said.


  “Where will you go?”


  “Back to Brevia. I will take word of events to the King like a good messenger.”


  “The passage across the loch is likely treacherous,” said Brackendon. “The path through Val’tarra is longer but safer.”


  “Perhaps,” Raymond said dismissively, “but my poor horse cannot take another day of this. If we can reach the shore then we can progress more slowly from there. Inverdorn should remain safe for a time.”


  “Good luck then,” Cassandra said.


  “I fear it is you who will need the luck,” Raymond said. The Chevalier broke off from the wagon and rode east, weaving between a multitude of speeding carts and dragons. Kymethra had just settled back down when Cosmo’s son began to wail again.


  “Here, give him this,” Brackendon offered, dipping a hollowed ram’s horn into a container of milk to fill it. The tip of the horn had been cut away and a nib of twisted fresh cloth had been placed there for the baby to suck on. Brackendon passed the horn to Cassandra and she lowered it to the baby’s mouth. The boy drew ravenously from the cloth. Brackendon chuckled a little. “I think he much prefers this fresher variety to the stale goat’s milk.”


  The boy’s father was off in the rear guard with Darnuir and the others. Cosmo had emerged out of his stupor following the spectre ambush at Torridon. He had been within the Great Crannog like Brackendon and Kymethra, and so had been trapped there, unable to aid in the battle, due to the clog on the Crannog’s bridge. Events at the loch had shaken the man. He had looked guilty and ashamed when he saw the aftermath. Cassandra didn’t begrudge the man his grief. She had never felt love like he obviously had. How would I react if Chelos died? Then she looked down to Cosmo’s son. She felt as much affection for the little boy in her arms than anyone else who had entered her life. The dragon, Blaine, had inquired about the babe and muttered something about it being “ill luck not to give birth in Dwna’s morning light”. He didn’t mention who it was ill luck for.


  “Why won’t Cosmo name him?” she wondered aloud.


  “Only he could tell you that,” Brackendon said. “Though I suspect it’s a form of self-defence. If the boy isn’t named then perhaps he can pretend like it never happened.”


  “Do you really think that?” Cassandra asked, tilting the horn a little to help the liquid flow.


  “Maybe he just hasn’t decided yet?” Brackendon said. “Not everything is so complicated.”


  “I asked what you think, Brackendon. You’ve known him longest here, right?”


  “I’ve known him for the longest, yes, but that does not mean I know him the best.”


  “He must trust you though,” Cassandra said. “Darnuir said that you took Cosmo to Cold Point like you did with him. He must have trusted you enough for that?” Brackendon raised his eyebrows, as if this were the first time he had truly considered it.


  “It was either trust, desperation or a little of both. I wasn’t surprised when he came to me with his request though.”


  “How did you know him?” Cassandra asked.


  “We met while I was an apprentice at the Cascade Conclave, but I shall say no more on the subject,” Brackendon said, guarded.


  “Why?”


  “So curious!” the wizard exclaimed. “Why? Because Cosmo would not want me to say. Not even Darnuir knows.”


  “Darnuir says he hates Brevia,” she said. “I’d ask you why but—”


  “I wouldn’t tell you,” Brackendon finished for her. “Though he does have a particular dislike of the capital; that much he has made public. I’ll only say that some people, like Raymond, thrive there, and others don’t.”


  The cart rocked violently again. A dragon had leapt aboard whilst it was still in motion. He was rummaging through baskets and satchels.


  “Looking for this?” Cassandra said, passing over one of the woven, reed baskets from Torridon. It contained a collection of dried fish. Food was normally the reason for these surprise visits. The dragon sniffed at the fish and his face soured. “I think there is some bread buried in there,” she said indicating at the pile of victuals beside her. “Not sure how fresh it will still be though.”


  “This will do,” the dragon said in a low voice. He picked up one of the smaller fish and started eating with gusto, consuming the fish in three hastily-chewed mouthfuls. “Pass up more.”


  “There isn’t much left,” Cassandra warned.


  “Necessary,” said the dragon, who ravenously devoured another fish. Baskets in hand, he jumped from the wagon and threw out portions of food to other dragons that he passed.


  “Not a very talkative lot are they?” she said.


  “Reserved, is how I would describe them,” said Brackendon. “And to be fair, they likely don’t have any breath to spare at the moment. Not during this great flight of ours.”


  Flight? The word triggered something in her memory from her reading. “Maybe one day, people will call this the Fourth Flight.”


  “The Fourth Flight?” Brackendon considered. “What a clever play on words. I assume you have been reading from Tiviar’s histories then?”


  “How do you know it’s Tiviar I’ve read?” she said. “But yes I have. All twelve volumes.”


  “Because Tiviar is one of the few scholars worth reading on the subject,” Brackendon said. “I think being a fairy helps to keep him impartial. Human and dragon writers can be terribly biased.”


  “I doubt this could be called a true flight though,” Cassandra noted.


  “Perhaps not, but who is to say?” Brackendon said. The wizard was now quite animated. “As Tiviar himself comments, the earlier Flights are so obscured by myth, we cannot say what they might truly have been about. Sources from the Third Flight two thousand years ago are more readily available, if still questionable.”


  “The time of Aurisha, the Transformation, and the First War against Dranus and the Black Dragons,” Cassandra said. “Tiviar devotes three of his volumes to it.”


  “As well he should,” said Brackendon. “The Transformation of the dragons is perhaps the most important event in all Tenalp’s history. Tiviar decided that a Flight was such when the whole dragon race moved en masse with a collective purpose. While we do not have quite the entire dragon race with us,” he said, gesturing out across the great chase, “I think it would work well as a chapter heading in a book one day.”


  “We ought to talk more, Brackendon,” Cassandra said. “It’s nice to discuss this with someone and not have their eyes roll. The hunters don’t seem too interested.”


  “Don’t be too quick to judge, my dear,” Brackendon said. “Not everyone has endless time and access to a wizard’s library. Books are rare, and time and wit to enjoy them, rarer still. Hunters need to learn a great deal of other things.”


  “Like how to fight? I can fight as well.”


  “But can you pitch a tent, gather wood, and start a fire with flint and tinder?” Brackendon asked. His tone reminded her of Chelos when he became particularly preachy. “Can you skin a rabbit, a mountain goat, a wolf, a bear; can you bring those creatures down with an arrow without being seen; can you use a bow?”


  Okay I get your point.


  “Can you clean a wound, bandage a wound or set a broken bone? Could you find your way home with just a compass and then still make it back if it breaks?”


  Cassandra frowned at him, annoyed. “No. No, I can’t do those things.” She felt dispirited. She had been fighting against the fear that she had nothing real to offer. “Are you trying to make me feel useless? I know I’m only as good as my information on Castallan is, and it really isn’t that helpful.”


  “Oh Cassandra,” he said. “I didn’t mean that at all. I’m sorry.”


  She forgave him but remained silent.


  “Perhaps I went a bit far trying to make my point,” Brackendon said, “but I only meant to illustrate that there are things we can all contribute. You have already contributed. You warned us of the demon army camped outside the Boreac Mountains and this impending invasion as well.” He smiled at her. “If you hadn’t, we might well have stumbled into the demons or been trapped. Likely, this invasion would have come without enough warning as well. Though it may seem like you have done little, you may have saved the world through your actions.”


  She couldn’t help but grin slightly. “Thank you, Brackendon.” Another voice reached her ears then, even over the noise of the dragons.


  “I told you I don’t need to stop!” Garon was yelling. “Put me down. Put me down.”


  “My apologies, human,” the dragon carrying Garon said, jumping up into the wagon. He didn’t even lose a bit of his balance. The dragon plonked Garon down in the gap between Kymethra and the piled baskets. “The King has ordered—”


  “He’s not my bloody king,” Garon said, struggling to get up. The dragon held him firmly in place. “I won’t tell him,” Garon assured him. “I promise.”


  The dragon sighed. It was one of the few signs of weariness Cassandra had seen from them. “Are your legs not tired, human?” he asked.


  “Aye they ache,” Garon said, “and my lungs are on fire, but someone else is likely hurting more.”


  “I picked you up from the ground,” the dragon stated.


  “I tripped…”Garon tried to argue but then he deflated, perhaps sensing defeat on the matter.


  “Stay and rest here now. When it comes to the next rotation, I will come get you first, if that is what you wish?” the dragon said.


  This time Garon sighed. “Alright. Thanks, Damien.”


  The dragon called Damien gave Garon a tired smile then leapt back out of the cart.


  “Aren’t you exhausted, Garon?” Brackendon said. “You’ve been running for hours.”


  “Of course. I’m in agony,” Garon said, “we all are. Well, apart from Darnuir and that Blaine fellow. Honestly, you wouldn’t think Darnuir was hu—” he caught himself. “Well, he isn’t, is he?”


  “How are they different?” Cassandra asked.


  “Who, Darnuir and Blaine?” asked Garon. “They don’t seem to be wearing out much. All the dragons are tiring now; you can hear in their voices and their pace has dropped a little. But Darnuir, he just seems to keep going. I caught him stopping to catch his breath once or twice but that is about it, and he was involved in a lot of the fighting at the rear.”


  “And Blaine?” Brackendon inquired.


  “His stamina is even more unnatural,” Garon said. “He hasn’t looked sore or worn out even a little. It’s not right.”


  “If you’re beat up, Garon, why don’t you want some rest?” Cassandra said.


  “I always feel like other people need it more,” he said. “It’s just who I am. Now I’m here though, I think it might take a great deal of effort for me to get back up.”


  “You can’t help everyone all the time,” Cassandra said.


  “I know,” Garon said pointedly. “I blame Cosmo for instilling this self-sacrificing streak in me. I try to fight it but sometimes…” He appeared to get fondly lost in this own thoughts for a while. “Back when he first took me in, he’d always give me the bigger cut of the game when we were out on patrol, and if there were more of us, he’d always eat last. He’d always be the last one to escape danger and the first one to head into it. He did all he could to look out for us because we was supposed to care for us.” Garon almost seemed to choke on his own words. “I don’t know if he really did care or was just good at his job, but he gave us all some hope. Even today, when he turned up at the rear guard, you should have heard the roar he received for being back.”


  “I’m sure he did care,” Brackendon said. “He is particularly fond of you, Garon. It’s easy to tell.”


  “We’ve had our differences of course,” Garon said. “Particularly over women… oh, no offence.”


  Cassandra narrowed her eyes.


  “It’s cruel that Grace was taken from him though,” Garon continued, casting a sympathetic eye on the baby in Cassandra’s arms. “I suppose I’m trying to make up for his absence of late. I’ve tried to fill Cosmo’s boots for Captain Scythe but it hasn’t been easy.”


  “And what of Scythe?” Brackendon asked. “How does he fare on the run?”


  “He’s another one,” Garon said. “He seems to be running on air as well. He’s taken the least rests out of the hunters but he’s also run the hardest.” He peered around the wagon with hungry eyes. “Any food going?”


  Cassandra passed over one of baskets. The pile was dwindling fast. Garon tore into the fish and found a few stacks of oatcakes bundled up with them. The bread looked a bit tough but otherwise fine.


  “Mmmm,” Garon smacked loudly as he ate, “not sure anything has tasted so good! Now, where was I?” He paused in thought. “Oh yes, Scythe. Aye, he’s a tough one, but I’ll be damned if I let a city boy beat me.”


  “You’re in competition?” Cassandra asked, bemused.


  “He doesn’t know it but yeah, we are,” Garon said with a mischievous smile.


  The wagon lurched again as another dragon hopped on board. Panful, juddering shakes went up her legs. Couldn’t they at least warn us? This time, Balack was carefully deposited beside her. He looked utterly drained and didn’t protest like Garon had. The dragon bound away before anyone could engage him in conversation, shouting to the drivers that he would find help to pull the additional load.


  “Our ‘King’ order you to get some sleep too?” Garon asked him.


  Balack mumbled something non-committal and then yawned. His auburn hair was wet with sweat over his face. His head swayed a little then he noticed the ever-depleting pile of food beside Cassandra. He leaned over her, reaching for the closest basket. Cassandra quickly passed it to him. She still found it unsettling to have anyone come too close to her. Any man, that was. Balack took the food wordlessly and began to eat. He groaned a little and rotated his shoulder.


  “Do you want to take your quiver off?” Cassandra asked him. “It will probably make you more comfortable.”


  He nodded slowly, his words muffled from half-masticated fish. “Think I’ve pulled something.” She swapped arms with the babe and fidgeted awkwardly with the buckle on the strap of the quiver.


  “You shouldn’t push yourself so hard,” she said.


  “You’d do the same, Cass,” Balack said. He was right of course. Were it not for her charge over the boy, she would rather be doing something useful.


  “What else can we do?” said Garon. “If we don’t run, we’ll be left behind, and we can’t expect the dragons to carry us all the way.”


  “It will be no good to anyone if you run yourselves to death,” Cassandra said. Her left hand still worked uselessly at the clasp. Suddenly, Balack’s hand rested upon hers as he tried to help. This time, she did whip her hand back like a frightened cat. The same memory rushed before her again – the hard grip on her shoulder, the flash of steel, a scream, pain, blood.


  Brackendon and Garon raised their eyebrows in surprise at her behaviour. Balack undid the clasp of his quiver and slung it to the ground. “Everything alright?” he asked.


  “Yes,” she said flustered. “Sorry, I’m not sure what came over me.” She gave him a weak smile. He returned it, eyes dim with exhaustion. There was nothing else behind them though. She saw no trace of the same look Darnuir gave her. That Trask had given her. Perhaps she could trust him better.


  Balack returned to finish his food and his eyes began to droop heavily when he had his fill. He seemed to peacefully drift off, ignoring the turbulence of the wagon like Kymethra.


  “I think Balack has the right idea of it,” Garon yawned. “Might as well sleep while I’m here.” His eyes closed almost immediately.


  “Well,” Brackendon said amused, “we appear to have the wagon to ourselves again.” The wizard winced and shook, this time more violently. He regained control with a gasp.


  “Perhaps you should rest as well?”


  “Sleep is something of a struggle for me now,” he said. Kymethra stirred a little beneath him. She only managed a rasping wheeze as if her throat was bone-dry. Brackendon brought a skin of water to her mouth. Kymethra dribbled as she drank then settled back down again. Cassandra must have looked concerned, for Brackendon attempted to reassure her. “She’ll be fine; the worst of it is over.” However, the wizard grimaced for seemingly no reason and his face began to twitch. When he spoke again, his voice was a little strained. “I understand it doesn’t look like it, Cassandra, but sleeping it off is the best way for her body to process the poison.”


  “She just looks so weak,” Cassandra said. Her skin is as white as the tips of her hair.


  “Yes, well that’s what the Cascade does to us,” he said. “As bad as she seems, this is nothing on breaking, I assure you. I’ll make sure she recovers fully. I owe her much more.”


  “Did she care for you when you broke?”


  “That fails to do her justice,” Brackendon said. “She didn’t just care for me, she brought me back. Brought me back from the babbling, the seizures and the insanity.”


  “Why?” The question was simple, blunt and verged on accusatory, but Cassandra asked it without pausing to think.


  “Why? That is a difficult question, Cassandra. Why do we do anything? Was it necessity? No. She did not ‘need’ to help me. Fear can also be a strong motivator but it did not drive her. Perhaps she felt like she owed me and perhaps we are simply in a cycle of owing each other.” He paused thoughtfully. “I did ask her myself: ‘Why did you help me through it? Why give up so many years of your life when there was no guarantee I would recover?’” Then the wizard smiled, despite the obvious pain he was in. “The answer came easily to her. She just said that she loved me.”


  Cassandra wasn’t sure how she felt about that. “So she had been trapped by her own feelings? So she couldn’t leave you?”


  Brackendon seemed bewildered by the question. “She could have left me whenever she wanted to; no one was making her stay. She just chose not to go.”


  Sounds more like she couldn’t. The idea terrified Cassandra. “You must have known her before you broke then?” she asked. Brackendon did not immediately answer her. For once, he seemed distant.


  “She was part of the Conclave before Castallan tore it apart. Being a few years my junior, she never reached the stage of obtaining a staff of her own.”


  “Why did she owe you?”


  “I saved her life when the fighting started,” he said without elaborating.


  “That’s the whole story?”


  “Curiosity is a fine thing, Cassandra,” Brackendon said, “but now you are prying.”


  She carried on regardless. “And do you love her?”


  Brackendon sighed, a little annoyed. “How could I not?”


  “It isn’t just that you owe her?” she asked. I owe Darnuir, in a sense.


  “I think this is hard to describe unless you already understand it,” Brackendon said. “There aren’t any conditions, Cassandra. She could wake up healthy tomorrow and fly away. Soar far into the north and never come back, and I’d still love her. Yes, a part of it is knowing she loves me, and knowing she was there for me, but love is made up of many pieces.” Brackendon took a long look Cassandra. She could almost feel him studying her.


  “What?” she said coldly.


  “You have some demons, girl. I can read it in your eyes. What do you hide behind them? What is it that troubles you? Who is it that troubles you?”


  She fought off the encroaching memory. “Now it is you who is prying, wizard.”


  The remainder of that day passed in silence. Cassandra spent most of the time rocking Cosmo’s son, feeding him milk from the horn and tickling at his face when he was awake. A crisp wind had kept the heat of the early summer sun from overwhelming her. Later, as the sun declined, the sky turned a cool pink. Balack and Garon remained sound asleep, no matter how many lurches the wagon took. They were second nature to Cassandra now, along with the rhythmic thumping of the runners, and the rumbling of the hundreds of wagons and carts being hauled along. Occasionally, dragons would run past, shouting orders for food or rotation. Sometimes they called for the men to go faster, for the demons were always gaining; and every so often, they cried out for fighters to fall back to the rear guard to replace the wounded or the dead. No word came of Darnuir, of Cosmo or Scythe.


  She cared less about the latter. He would have had her bound up in enough rope to hold a dragon if he could. He always had his eye on her when they were in each other’s company; not a friendly stare like Balack, and not the way Darnuir looked at her. His was likely distrustful, yet it went further than that. She could never hold his gaze, for it bore into her threateningly. It was almost menacing. Still, she could not judge him too harshly. Would I believe my story if our places were reversed? Not likely.


  She had also tried to imagine herself in Scythe’s position. A simple human amongst wizards and dragon lords. Darnuir wanted him there because he was not yet ready to lead alone and poor Scythe was being pulled at from all sides. And no matter how well he did, no matter how efficiently he handled things, the men still want Cosmo. Already gaunt in appearance, Scythe had increasingly looked stretched and worn ever since Cassandra had met him. Yet he had still done all he could. He was trapped in a position he’d rather not be in but was making the most of it. And, for that, she could find admiration for him. He could stop looking at me so threateningly though.


  Ahead, the horizon began to change. The furthest point of her vision was no longer endlessly flat but rose in gnarled shapes. Silver leaves sparkled in the fading light.


  “Trees ahead!” one of the drivers yelled. “Val’tarra is in sight!”


  Throughout their stampede, the news spread and soon, a general cry of relief arose from every runner. Some yelled in joy, others with disbelief or mirth, but they joined in the cheering all the same. It rose to such levels that it woke Cassandra’s three sleeping companions. Kymethra’s eyes blinked open fully for the first time in days. She appeared confused, but perked up when she caught a glimpse of the horizon.


  “We’re almost there,” she said weakly.


  “What is that?” Balack asked apprehensively. Above the treeline, hundreds of dark blots were rising upwards and seemed to be moving towards them.


  “Looks like fairies,” Garon said, shaking his head and rubbing his eyes.


  “Flyers!” Cassandra said. She had been looking forward to seeing some. Only about one in ten fairies had the gift of flight.


  The first wave of fairies flew towards them at speed, their tall blue bodies blotting out the pink sky of the setting sun. More waves of flyers emerged behind their leaders. Soon, they were flying above the running mass and descended amongst the dragons and humans. Some fairies were extremely dark in tone, while others were a light turquoise. They lifted away the children being carried by the dragons, easing their burden. Their insect-like translucent wings vibrated in blurs upon their backs. Two or more fairies worked together to lift up some of the weariest running hunters. Other fairies did not dive down to carry humans off but continued to fly overhead towards the rear guard. Cassandra squinted up and saw these fairies were carrying weapons that resembled spears. They are going to fight the demons chasing us. Things must have gotten worse.


  The diving streaks of blue added greatly to the general pandemonium. Buzzing wings mixed with the pounding feet and the sky above became just as busy as the ground below. Fairies began to return from the rear guard. Cassandra felt something land on the top of her head. It trickled down her face and she saw a glint of red at the end of her nose.


  She looked down and saw that the baby’s face had also been splashed. A bit seeped into his mouth and he objected loudly at the awful taste. She quickly wiped him clean, feeling a little sick. The blood and gore of Torridon had been bearable in the adrenaline-fuelled moment, but having warm blood drip down on her like this was chilling. Her wagon companions were all brushing sticky blood from themselves as well.


  “This can’t be good,” Garon said, peering upwards. Pairs of fairies returning from the fighting were carrying human and dragon bodies between them. “We need to get back there!” he said with bravado. “Come, Balack.” He tried to get to his feet but his legs refused to accept his commands. They buckled beneath him and he collapsed face-first into the remaining baskets. He brought his head up with a scowl, his stubble containing flakes of fish. Balack didn’t seem to have the strength to even try and move.


  An explosion added to the furore of noise.


  Cassandra twisted round to look out behind the hurtling wagon. A wall of billowing smoke rose steadily higher, stretching out for miles behind them.


  Chapter 19


  DRAGONS DIE THE SAME


  BLAINE WAS ONE of the last to cross the divide between forest and plains. His momentum carried him forward until he shuddered to a halt, feeling breathless for the first time in eighty years. He allowed a little Cascade energy to flow through him. It drained towards his sword and he began to regain control of his breath. He winced as the poison welled up within him. A bitterness lay thickly on his tongue and his head ached. I drew on too much during that run.


  Wingless fairies ran in amongst the refugees, steadying those staggering after their exertions and picking up those who had collapsed. Wagons lay abandoned or upturned. There was crying, grunting and the gentle thud of bodies hitting the ground. Dragons were falling all around him. Many of his kindred hit the leaf-strewn earth without even raising their hands to cushion the fall. Others dropped to their knees, exhausted but still conscious. Blaine moved to the closest soldier and bent to check his pulse. Dead. Blaine had never seen the like of it in all his long years. Darnuir better learn a valuable lesson from this. Our kind are far from invincible. Blaine had intended a run of dragons; one where they could have taken longer rests and ran faster without the burden of all those humans. He jumped to check on another fallen dragon. Dead as well. How many dragon lives have you lost already, Darnuir? Blaine checked on a third dragon. There was a faint pulse.


  “N’weer, revive this man’s strength,” he whispered. “Grant him life and spirit anew.” Then he caught sight of the young king walking to the treeline. “Where do you think you’re going, boy?” Blaine demanded, leaping over more bodies towards Darnuir and restraining him.


  “I really wish people would stop calling me boy,” Darnuir growled in response. He was even more breathless than Blaine.


  He doesn’t know how to use his blade yet.


  Darnuir struggled against Blaine but he held him in place. “Let me go, I have to go back. We can still save—”


  “He’s dead!” Blaine said. “You know it. And Scythe knew the risk when he offered to set the line on fire.”


  “He didn’t know that was going to happen!” Darnuir said. “I’ve never seen anything like that. What by bloody Dranus was in those barrels?”


  “Scythe still knew it was a risk. He knew he probably wouldn’t make it back through,” Blaine said. “Let him go, Darnuir.”


  “Arh!” Darnuir roared, collapsing to his knees. He remained panting.


  “He was a good man,” Blaine said, without truly having an opinion. He had only known the captain for a few short days after all. Though he was the most driven human Blaine have ever seen. Scythe had performed remarkably well on their journey. It would have been very useful knowing such a man was in charge of the hunters. But the hunters were not Blaine’s primary concern.


  “He didn’t deserve that, Blaine,” Darnuir sobbed.


  Is he blubbering? This won’t do. “Get up, boy.”


  Darnuir rose. There were no tears but his face was red. “What happened?”


  “I’m not sure but this is not the time to dwell on it.”


  Darnuir swayed and Blaine moved to support him. “Come on. We can’t stop here.” Darnuir half-limped alongside him, staring at the dragons lying amongst the fallen leaves.


  “Are they…?”


  “Dead?” Blaine offered sharply. “Some are, and some might be dying. I warned you there would be consequences.”


  “We saved the people though,” Darnuir said.


  “And what of your own kind, ‘my King’?” Blaine said. “Your first act is to have them run to death.”


  “Blaine, we were weary and beat up at Torridon. We couldn’t have…”


  “We!” Blaine interrupted. “We, Darnuir? You’re a dragon. Not a human.”


  “So I should have ran off and allowed them to die?” Darnuir said hotly. “The way I see it, we saved thousands of lives. Is that not worth it?”


  Blaine grunted. He could not disagree with him outright. Still, their people could not afford to bleed needlessly. “I only meant you ought to put your own people first. You are a dragon, after all.”


  “I’m not sure what I am anymore,” Darnuir said dejectedly.


  You’re not a dragon yet, that’s for damned sure. Perhaps there was simply too much human in the boy.


  “Are you not tired, Blaine?”


  “Oh, I am tired, Darnuir. In more ways than one.”


  “Not like the rest of us are though,” Darnuir said. “I’m not sure how I am even still standing.”


  “You ran well,” Blaine said. “I didn’t think you would cope as easily as you did, considering you have never pushed yourself like that before.”


  “Hunters are used to hard living,” Darnuir said, still breathing heavily.


  “Your sword will have helped you greatly,” Blaine explained. “One of its purposes is to keep you alive, and will passively draw on small amounts of magic to help you.”


  “Really?” Darnuir said. “I didn’t notice it and I don’t feel very different.”


  “Do you have a bitter taste in your mouth?” Blaine asked. “Does your head throb? These are indicators that we have drawn on Cascade energy.”


  Darnuir smacked his lips around. “There is a something there,” he said, “but it was far worse after the fight at Torridon. My head nearly always pounds regardless.”


  “All the time?” Blaine said, bewildered.


  “Since I got the sword,” Darnuir said. “Sometimes it feels like something is pulling at my mind. I can’t quite explain it.”


  The news disturbed Blaine. He had never heard of such symptoms of magic, and any initial adjustment to the passive drawing of Cascade energy should have occurred only within a week or so of him receiving the sword. Now was not the time to consider such things in depth.


  “We’ll discuss this properly later.”


  They staggered onwards without direction. Eventually, Darnuir stopped leaning on Blaine and they could continue with more dignity. Blaine kept scanning for the Camp Prefect, hoping he might have been able to set up some forward position amongst the trees. Darnuir was silent beside him and kept one hand pressed against his evidently sore head. Blaine’s own headache throbbed, though it started to ebb. He had not drawn on too much at any one point, which was the wisest thing to do. Every time Blaine reached for the Cascade, it was as if he were opening a door and letting the ocean pour in. If he didn’t slam the door shut fast enough, he would drown. Such a delicate balance. At times, he questioned whether he should ever use it. Why would the gods choose us as their champions if dragons are weak to magic? His sword could handle a lot of power but Blaine could not and the blade could only process it so fast. If he left that door open for too long, he would die.


  Yet all life was left scarred by magic. Merely glancing around at some of the blackened and deadened trees was testament to that. Perhaps the gods had chosen dragons because they had natural strength and didn’t need to rely on such volatile power. Why then have the Blades at all? Why did the prophet, Aurisha, command them to be made before he died? Such questions were dangerous things, for they might lead to doubt. It was said that dragons could handle magic once, back when they existed in their true form. But the truth of that will never be known. Blaine knew it in his heart. A true dragon will never walk this earth again.


  They passed another body, this one a huntress of the Crescent in her yellow leathers. Darnuir paled further.


  “It should have been me,” he said meekly, glancing at the corpse. “Scythe should not have had to die.”


  “Don’t be so foolishly noble, boy,” Blaine said exasperated. “Taking his place would have served no one but the enemy.”


  “I don’t mean killing myself,” Darnuir said. “I mean I should have been able to use the sword; send fire from a distance. Then no one would have needed to die.”


  “I noticed that you did not use that particular feature,” Blaine noted. It would have certainly been useful on occasion.


  “I can’t control it,” Darnuir said. It looked like he had more to say but then thought better of it.


  Blaine sighed deeply. “You need training that is certain. We will make time for it here in Val’tarra.”


  “How much time will we have?” Darnuir asked.


  “I do not know,” said Blaine. “I doubt the demons will follow us into the forest. The army chasing us was substantial, but not enough to face the wrath of the entire fairy race, plus the rest of our dragons. Though, they were rather determined.”


  “Cassandra said that there were many men amongst them,” Darnuir said. “If they are all like Raymond’s brother then I imagine that, along with the spectres, they can instil a great deal more discipline in the demons.”


  “Perhaps,” Blaine said, “but I wonder what the link is between these new red-eyed servants of Castallan and the spectres? As far as I am aware, spectres maintain order amongst their lesser kin because they are more powerful demons. Yet as strong as the red eyed-man was, he was, unmistakably, still a human.”


  “Perhaps the spectres answer to Castallan’s red-eyed men?” Darnuir said. “They seemed to disappear very quickly when you killed Raymond’s brother.”


  “Whatever the case, and whatever the chain of command, they are extremely dangerous foes,” Blaine said. “Castallan seems to have enhanced their strength to match that of a dragon. And, disciplined or not, that army will have to occupy itself somehow. The surrounding areas will suffer greatly.”


  Darnuir gulped loudly.


  “A lot of people are going to die before the end, Darnuir,” Blaine told him.


  “What is the end?” Darnuir half-laughed. “I feel like I am struggling even to begin. Everything has happened so quickly since Brackendon showed up and this thing destroyed a part of Cold Point’s tavern to reach me,” he continued, brandishing the Dragon’s Blade. “Too many revelations in too short a time. That includes you.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yes,” Darnuir said, “no one has ever mentioned a ‘Guardian’ before. If you’re so important, where have you been all this time? Why was I left on my own?”


  Because I failed. As with his Light Bearers, he knew it would not be wise to show any weakness to the boy. “Training and knowledge,” Blaine said. “You shall have both, Darnuir. I will answer what I can but some things even I do not know.”


  Darnuir raised an eyebrow. “You don’t know where you have been? You don’t know what you have been doing, rather than ‘guarding’?”


  “It is complicated,” Blaine said bluntly. Now is not the time for this.


  “Yet more things unanswered,” Darnuir said. “I’m struggling to keep up with all the secrets.”


  “Secrets?” Blaine said. “You think I would hide things from you on purpose, as if I were your enemy? No, boy. We all keep things private on occasion; I imagine there are things even you would like to keep hidden.” He felt satisfied when Darnuir grunted and turned away from him. Touched a nerve there. Whatever it is, I will have to prise it out of him at some point.


  “You must be old, Blaine,” Darnuir said. “There aren’t even stories about any Guardians amongst humans or I’m sure I would have heard of them.”


  “I am one-hundred-and-fifty years old,” Blaine said, “and the Guardians were not an open organisation even when we were strong. I doubt humanity knew much of us.” Stating his age felt strange in a way. He hadn’t had to consider it in a long time. Suddenly he felt very old. Were these trees even as old as him?


  Darnuir looked shocked. “One-hundred-and-fifty! But you look not much older than Cosmo. How is that possible, even for a dragon?”


  “To live to one-hundred-and-twenty years would be considered exceptional,” Blaine said. “My life is extended through my position as Guardian.” He raised his own blade for Darnuir to see. “I mentioned that the swords help us passively, that they seek to keep us alive. The Guardian’s Blade is particularly well-attuned to this. So long as I am Guardian, I will appear to be the age at which I received it.”


  “Does that make you immortal?” Darnuir asked. “Does that mean that I…”


  “No, you are not immortal Darnuir.”


  “But are you?”


  “Perhaps,” Blaine said. “No Guardian has ever sought to test it. I can die in battle like anyone else but I cannot remember what it is to be ill.”


  “Why the difference?” Darnuir asked.


  “I don’t know, Darnuir. I told you, I do not have all the answers.” But the boy continued to look at him expectantly. He looked so young, no better than a hatchling in truth. Dwl’or, give me strength. “If I had to guess,” he continued, “I would say that it has to do with the different natures of our positions. The Guardianship is passed down from the current Guardian to the dragon he thinks worthy to succeed him. Kingship, on the other hand, is hereditary.”


  Well mostly hereditary…


  “What if the Guardian never gave up his power?” Darnuir asked.


  “Ah well, that is why it must be given to someone worthy enough,” Blaine said. “No Guardian has failed to pass on his sword.”


  “Except you,” Darnuir observed.


  “Yes,” Blaine said coolly. “Except for me.”


  “Not found anyone ‘worthy’ yet?”


  Blaine paused and stopped his march. He looked at Darnuir quizzically. “You distrust me?”


  “I don’t know you, Guardian,” Darnuir said. “What would happen if the Guardian were to kill the King? Would he not hold all the power then? If our swords are as similar as you claim.”


  Is he afraid of me or merely curious? I’d rather have his veneration. That is far easier to predict and manage. “If I were to kill you, Darnuir, then I would be crippling myself. The Blades are linked. Without the Dragon’s Blade, my own sword has no power.”


  “And vice versa?” Darnuir asked.


  “Indeed,” Blaine said. “It is quite an elegant system really. Neither of us has power without the other, so we must ensure that we help each other. Nor can either of us become despotic.”


  “A balancing act…” Darnuir said, trailing off in thought.


  “Quite. When you were rejuvenated by Brackendon, your sword lost the vast majority of its power as you were not yet of age. The power was not extinguished because you were not dead. When the power of the Dragon’s Blade dimmed, my own diminished. So for the last twenty years, I was little more than an ordinary dragon.”


  “Did the Dragon’s Blade come to you after Brackendon worked his magic upon me?” Darnuir asked. “I’m told it disappeared after I was turned back into a baby, and not even Brackendon knows where it went.”


  “I assure you,” Blaine said, “the sword did not come to me. Even I do not know where it might have gone. The Blades hold many secrets.”


  “I see,” Darnuir sighed. “But before all this, you must have been powerful. The war had lasted for decades before my ‘rebirth’. There was still a Dragon King then. Draconess, my father, or so I’m told.”


  “Ah,” Blaine said. “This is where we do enter the realm of complications and of secrets. You will need to know in time but it is too intricate to handle now.”


  Darnuir gave him another distrustful look.


  “I promise you will be told,” Blaine said. “But not here. Anyone could be listening in.”


  Darnuir looked perplexed. “Over this chaos?”


  “A perfect way to remain unseen,” Blaine noted. “By all accounts I have heard, you have traitors in your midst.”


  “It would appear so,” Darnuir said cautiously, “and I admit the red-eyed Chevalier has caused me unease. If he truly fooled his brother, any of the humans might be in Castallan’s service. Any of them might be hiding their red-eyes, waiting to strike.”


  “The majority of this information comes from the runaway girl?” Blaine said.


  “It does,” Darnuir said resolutely. “I trust her, Blaine.”


  You are taken in by her pretty face, boy.


  “Do you not trust her?” Darnuir asked.


  “I think it wise to treat her with a healthy dose of distrust until the real traitor or traitors are caught,” Blaine said. “I agreed with Scythe on that point.”


  Darnuir looked disgruntled but remained silent. It seemed this particular battle with the King would be a hard one to win.


  He has a very long way to go.


  Blaine and Darnuir continued their march for some time until the last pink rays of the setting sun glistened through the canopy and they were approached by a barefooted dragon in loose-fitting clothes.


  “Lord Guardian, my King,” Damien said, giving a small bow to each in turn. “I am glad I found you both. The Prefect has set up a basic command post not far from here. He awaits you both there.”


  “You’ve proven yourself invaluable, outrunner,” Blaine commended him.


  “Thank you, sir,” Damien said.


  “Are any of the hunters there?” Darnuir asked.


  “Not that I know, sire,” Damien said.


  “We will need someone there,” Darnuir said, more to Blaine than the outrunner.


  There’s that ‘we’ again. “You mean ‘they’, Darnuir?” Blaine said.


  “Yes, of course. I meant that,” Darnuir said, flustered. “Sorry.”


  No! Don’t apologise to me like this in front of one of the men. “We can arrange for some of the hunters to join us,” Blaine said. “Lead on, Damien.”


  The command post, for want of a better name, was little more than five wagons placed between the gaps of several trees, creating a semblance of a wall. Empty barrels had been upended to serve as tables, and dutiful scribes were scratching furiously at parchment as messages were relayed to them. Counting the dead, Blaine thought.


  The small clearing was layered with ground-up leaves of silver, green and nut-brown. Scattered around were occasional charred branches from those burnt trees. Blaine was pleased to see that a handful of his Light Bearers were present at the command post. They nodded at him as he approached. Then he saw the Camp Prefect – a dragon in fine armour that was further distinguished by the red plume on his helmet.


  “Lord Guardian,” the Prefect said, “we have had word from Queen Kasselle. She says more dragons arriving at your summons have been assembling by the Argent Tree as you requested.”


  “Excellent!” Blaine said. “We will need to make our way there as soon as possible. I do not think the demons will follow us. They will likely take the opportunity to pillage and burn the Golden Crescent, but we are still too close to the edge of the forest for my liking.”


  “I think we will all require a short break,” Darnuir said. “We have only just made it into the forest. It still seems like chaos all around us. Should we not camp here for the night and take rest?”


  “Briefly, Darnuir,” Blaine said. “We should not linger.”


  The Prefect stepped forward purposefully when he heard Darnuir’s name. He dropped to one knee. “Sire, it is truly you. I only met you once before and you look identical now. N’weer really has blessed you. My faith is restored.”


  A tense moment passed in which Blaine saw the confusion on Darnuir’s face. He knows nothing of the gods. Still, it was intriguing to note that Darnuir’s rejuvenation seemed to inspire faith in the Prefect. Perhaps I can use it as more than just rhetoric?


  Blaine responded to avoid Darnuir losing face. “Our gods are strong, Prefect. As you can see. The Light will shine again and drive our foes back.”


  “Yes, Lord Guardian,” the Prefect said, getting to his feet. “We have an estimated casualty report, my lords, if you would like to hear it now?” Blaine nodded and Darnuir imitated him. The Prefect reached for a frayed piece of parchment with some scrawled calculations on it. “At least two hundred dead and maybe more. Five hundred are said to be exhausted or wounded. We are receiving more news all the time, my lords. These figures may change.”


  Blaine closed his eyes and bowed his head at the news.


  “What of the hunters and civilians?” Darnuir asked. The Prefect appeared puzzled by the question and glanced to Blaine.


  “The good Prefect here is most concerned with our own people,” Blaine said.


  “So you have nothing to share on them?” Darnuir said, a little angry. “They have lost two captains in the space of a week.”


  “Three captains,” one of the scribes said quietly. Blaine looked to the hunched figure, obscured in the half-light of the flickering torches. He would dare to speak out of turn? Darnuir did not seem offended.


  “Three? What do you mean three?”


  “Captain of the Golden Crescent,” the scribe said. His voice was unusually soft.


  “Speak up!” the Prefect commanded. “And address your King properly when you speak to him.”


  The scribe lifted his head from his work. It was only then that Blaine saw the scribe was not male at all. Long ebony hair was tucked into her garments of blue and green leather. A girl? With hunter leather? Here with the army? Blaine narrowed his eyes.


  “Prefect!” he snapped. “By Dranus, what is the meaning of this?”


  “Lord Guardian,” the Prefect said, his voice wavering a little from Blaine’s scolding. “I apologise but we were stretched thin when we first arrived in the forest. The girl was sent by the Queen to deliver her message and I needed someone to start taking down reports from the outrunners.”


  “This is most unorthodox,” Blaine said in a pained voice. “She is a human, Prefect. Look at her leathers.”


  “I’m not a human!” the girl said defiantly. “I’m a dragon. Why else would I have already been in the forest?”


  Blaine blew air through his nose like an enraged animal. “You will address me properly as well, girl, as Lord Guardian.”


  Darnuir took a careful step away from Blaine. He looked taken aback by Blaine’s rise in temper. “I wear my hunter leathers as well, Blaine,” Darnuir said. “Is it so inconceivable that another dragon might?”


  “Do you want proof, Lord Guardian,” the girl said. Her voice was carefully measured, as if she strained to maintain an air of calm. Blaine sniffed furtively at the air but could not even faintly smell the sweet scent of fear that humans often had around dragons. She’s either a dragon, incredibly brave or foolish. The girl jumped to her feet and rummaged for a nearby branch. She found one of a decent thickness and proceeded to snap it in half with relative ease. She tossed the pieces to Blaine’s feet and stared determinedly at him. Her eyes were grey, lined by thin eyebrows and short lashes. Her features were plain overall but she had a feminine mouth, chin and small nose that some might have found appealing. Out of the corner of his eye, Blaine saw Darnuir smirking.


  “What is your name?” Darnuir asked the girl.


  “Lira,” she said. “Erm, sire,” she hastened to add. She gave a quick and awkward attempt at a curtsy. “The Queen sent me, she came to me personally. She also said I was to tell you that you ought not to leave good dragons like me behind.” The girl had the good grace to relay this message in a timid fashion.


  Oh, Kasselle. Must you only cause me torment now?


  “You’re a hunter, Lira?” Darnuir asked. “Blue and green is worn by those from the Hinterlands at the gateway to the Highlands, if I’m not mistaken.”


  “Yes on both points,” Lira said. “Sire!” she added hastily.


  “What do you know of the Crescent Captain?” Darnuir asked.


  “Captain Morwen?” Lira said. “Not much I’m afraid. Only that she’s dead.”


  “How could you know that?” barked the Prefect.


  “Because I listened when one of the Crescent Hunters came looking for assistance,” she said. “They’re without a leader. Half their numbers are scattered, helping people flee from the demons or left behind to defend their station.”


  “Do you usually ignore vital information like this?” Darnuir inquired of the Prefect. The Prefect bristled, unsure how to respond.


  “Darnuir,” Blaine warned, “do not offend one of your commanding officers over such a matter. Have some sense.”


  “Blaine,” Darnuir said in a tone to match, “I won’t have such naïve divisions of information. If we are going to get through this then we have to work together, as a proper alliance. Or do you intend to work separately from humanity?”


  It would be easier if we could.


  But such a course was unfortunately impossible. Humanity had the greater fleet and resources. Dragons would need them to cross the sea to Aurisha.


  “Darnuir, I am sure our Prefect did not neglect such information deliberately. Our arrival here has been chaotic; I’m sure it was simply lost amongst the flood of information coming in. Is that not so, Prefect?”


  The Prefect rallied at the support. “Yes, Lord Guardian. I beg your pardon, sire, it shan’t happen again.”


  “I hope so,” Darnuir said. “I would hate to think there is prejudice amongst the officers you have selected, Blaine.”


  Careful, boy. Be very careful. Blaine would not reprimand him here, not publicly. It was vital they presented a united front. There is too much human in him. Still, Darnuir was proving he had some authority about him when he was riled up, and that at least was promising. Blaine’s lack of response seemed to bolster Darnuir’s confidence.


  “How did Captain Morwen die?” Darnuir asked.


  “The hunter didn’t say,” Lira said. She avoided looking at either Blaine or the Prefect. “But I got the impression she had been dead for some time.”


  “As useful as this is to know,” Blaine began, “there is little we can do about it now. Lira, perhaps you could run back to the Argent Tree and tell the rest of our people to make ready for their King.” It was a flimsy reason to send the girl away but she had to go. Women were not part of army life. It was not the way things were done.


  Lira looked confused. “But I came to help. I’m not just a messenger!” she said.


  “Not just a messenger, Lord Guardian!” the Prefect corrected her.


  “That is okay,” Blaine allowed. “It is not necessary to repeat the courtesy every time. So long as she keeps her tone respectful.”


  “I’m a trained hunter, Lord Guardian,” the girl claimed. “I’d rather fight than write.”


  “We can discuss that later,” Blaine said, hoping to shelve the subject for another time. She could stay with her hunters but she would not join a legion.


  “I don’t see the problem,” Darnuir said, to the shock of the Prefect. “What we need to discuss is who will lead the hunters. I say Cosmo.”


  Cosmo? The man with motherless son? He did not seem special in any way but Darnuir seemed enamoured by him. The boy had perked up greatly when Cosmo had joined them at the rear guard.


  “Damien,” Darnuir demanded, whirling to relocate the outrunner, “you remember who Cosmo is?”


  “Yes, sire,” Damien said.


  “Good. Search for him and bring him here if you can. He was carried off by a pair of fairies from the fighting.”


  “The flyers landed not too far from here,” Damien said. “I should not be long.” He turned and jogged off through the trees. That was quite commanding as well. Perhaps the boy would not need so much work after all. Blaine was not sure if that was a blessing or not. The less moulding the boy needed, the better, given their circumstances; however, Blaine also hoped to sculpt him the way he desired.


  “Why Cosmo?” Blaine asked.


  “Because he is the best man for the job, whether he wants it or not,” Darnuir said. “He has stepped up before when he’s needed.”


  “He seems only half-alive,” Blaine warned. “I understand he has suffered a great loss. Perhaps he is not in the best frame of mind.”


  “Then who would you choose, Blaine?” Darnuir asked.


  The least offensive candidate, if I were forced to choose.


  “I wouldn’t trouble myself with it, Darnuir. Let the hunters sort it out for themselves,” he said.


  “Is that indifference or active dislike?” Darnuir asked.


  “I have no particular prejudice against hunters,” Blaine said. Darnuir raised his eyebrows. “Why should I? Because hundreds of years ago, hunters used to score a few kills against our kind? Perhaps you think that dragons fear hunters? Well let me dissuade you of that notion. Dragons are not animals that flee at the sound of a snapping twig or the rustle of a bush. If a hunter were stalking me, Darnuir, he would need to hope that I do not smell him or see him because a dragon does not run. And when I close the distance, no amount of well-coloured leather, scents or stealth would save him.”


  “That is why they would shoot you before you closed the distance,” Darnuir said perfectly casually.


  “Such dishonourable tactics do not frighten me,” Blaine said.


  “That is how I was trained,” Darnuir said. “Do you think I am dishonourable?”


  “You will not practice those ways anymore,” Blaine said firmly. “And once we get you out of those leathers and into proper armour, all the better. And you, girl,” he rounded on Lira, “Darnuir’s ignorance of his true nature might forgive him but you knew you were a dragon, yet you are sporting human hunting leathers. Why join an organisation that sings songs about killing your own people?” Lira looked crestfallen and a little ashamed. Good. Twenty years with humans is far too long. The youngest of us have had too much contact with them.


  “I wanted to fight,” she said. “I needed to fight. My father died when Aurisha fell or so my mother told me. I was only very young at the time, barely walking and talking. What were we to do, your Guardianess…”


  “Lord Guardian!” the Prefect snapped again.


  “What were we to do, Lord Guardian?” Lira continued. “The rest of the dragons just vanished; you all slithered away after Demon’s Folly. No one was collecting the tithe for soldiers’ widows and families. My mother had nothing. It was her idea actually. When we ended up in the north, she joined the hunters there and trained to be a healer. She looked young to them, of course, and had little me with her, so she must have looked a sad sight to them. I grew up at their station and, when I was older, I trained alongside them; and here I am.” Lira ended hurriedly and a little hesitantly. Whatever courage had bolstered her to speak seemed to have left her.


  “Is it necessary to resolve this now?” Darnuir asked.


  The Light Bearers, who had stood sentinel, rustled and shifted uneasily. Blaine heard one grumble something to the other. Forgive our young king, brothers.


  “I agree, Darnuir,” Blaine said. “We should press on towards the Argent Tree. It might take the best part of a week through the dense forest. Prefect, ensure our dead and wounded are brought along for proper burials.” Darnuir predictably opened his mouth to add to this command. Blaine cut him off. “Ensure ‘all’ the dead and wounded are brought, Prefect.”


  “Yes, Lord Guardian,” the Prefect said. “Which human should I liaise with on this matter?”


  “This hunter of the King’s,” Blaine said, turning back to Darnuir.


  “Cosmo,” Darnuir said.


  “What?” another voice said hoarsely from behind one of the wagons. Blaine thought he recognised it. Cosmo and Damien emerged into their small camp. “What do you want, Darnuir?” Cosmo asked, exhausted. “I have yet to find my son, can’t this wait?”


  Blaine understood why the man was used to addressing Darnuir like this but it would not work in the long-term. However, there had been enough damage already with Lira. To rebuke the hunter now would only lead to another argument. Blaine let it pass.


  “No,” Darnuir said, “it cannot wait. I’m sure Cassandra is taking good care of him.”


  “Whatever it is,” Cosmo protested, “I’m sure Scythe is more than capable of handling.” The silence that followed indicated to the hunter that something was wrong and Cosmo appeared immediately apprehensive.


  “Scythe is dead,” Darnuir said with effort. “I need you to—”


  “What? No,” Cosmo bleated, “he was fine when I was taken away. What happened?”


  “He insisted on setting the line we built ablaze,” Darnuir said. “Something went wrong. There was an enormous explosion; far bigger than pitch should have made.”


  Cosmo looked visibly shaken at the news. He steadied himself with a hand on the nearby wagon. “Isn’t any ale here, is there?” he asked. “I’d take wine if that’s what you lot drink?”


  “Cosmo,” Darnuir said more sternly.


  “Yes, I heard,” the hunter said. “And I saw the smoke rising up when we landed. What caused that? I thought we were just creating a long strip to set alight and force the demons to go around. All we stacked at my section was hay bales, dried wheat stalks and a few of those barrels.”


  “What was in the barrels?” Lira asked, perking up again.


  “Some sort of black powder,” Cosmo said.


  “And you don’t know what that is?” Lira said, a little confused.


  “No…”Cosmo said. “Should we? I assumed it was something that they put on the crops.”


  “That wouldn’t be wise,” Lira said. “It sounds like Dragon Powder to me.”


  Dragon what, Blaine thought. This girl was beginning to make his head ache without the need for magic. That was impressive in its own way. “What by the three gods is Dragon Powder?” he demanded. “I have never encountered such a thing. I, who have lived several lifetimes.”


  The girl shuffled, looking at his freshly-flared annoyance, to Darnuir’s curious eyes, to Cosmo’s fatigued and sweaty face. “Others call it blasting powder, or just plain black powder, like you said,” she began. “But many up north call it Dragon Powder. They say it is made of dragons, ground down, and explodes when you anger it.”


  “I do hope that is not a literal interpretation,” Blaine scowled.


  “No, sir,” Lira said. “They only mean that the stuff has the power of a dragon but it is soft like dust. It is used up north in the quarries to blow the rock apart, though it is a recent thing. Only in the last few years has it been used, I think.”


  “That would explain why we knew nothing of it,” Darnuir said, looking to Cosmo.


  “But what was such a thing doing in the Golden Crescent?” Cosmo said.


  No one answered. No one had any theories.


  Blaine felt a pang of unease at news of this powder. If this substance can reduce stone, what else might it be used for?


  “Yet another mystery to uncover,” Darnuir sighed. “But Cosmo, I need you now; the hunters need you. You resist and resist but every time you have to lead, you do it well, and the men love you. You took Scythe’s place at Cold Point. You must do so again.”


  “Oh must I?” Cosmo said.


  “Yes,” Darnuir insisted. “Grace would want you to—”


  “Don’t you dare!” Cosmo said.


  “She was the closest thing I had to a mother, Cosmo,” Darnuir said in a fierce whisper. “I miss her too.”


  “But she wasn’t your mother, Darnuir,” Cosmo said. “Her son will never know her. And I am not your father. I didn’t ask for the job and I wouldn’t ask for this one.”


  “That is why I am giving it to you,” Darnuir said.


  “Have Garon lead them,” Cosmo suggested. “The Boreac men will follow him, I’m sure.”


  “I had in mind that you would lead all hunter forces?” Darnuir said.


  “That has never been done,” Cosmo grunted. “What about the Crescent Captain? Morwen, I think her name is.”


  “She is dead,” Lira chimed in helpfully.


  “Of course she is,” Cosmo said bitterly. The hunter removed his arm from its resting place and took the few paces to stand eye to eye with Darnuir. “The answer is still no.”


  Darnuir’s response was closer to a snarl. “Listen to me, human. You will do as I command.”


  That was unusual behaviour. What has brought such a change in tone about? Something caught Blaine’s eye, even in the hazy light of twilight. On the Dragon’s Blade, the ruby eye facing Blaine twinkled and glowed faintly. Ah, but to have enough memories stored to actively overpower the carrier would be extreme. More than I have ever heard of.


  “Command? Human?” Cosmo snapped, moving as though to take hold of Darnuir. The Light Bearers looked to Blaine, hands flashing to their swords. Blaine raised a strong hand to halt them. “You have changed, Darnuir,” Cosmo finished. Darnuir’s face twitched as he held his aching head. The hunter took no notice of it. Cosmo stepped furiously away from Darnuir. “Leave me be. I’m going to find my real son.”


  Darnuir faced those left in the command post. Once again, it was only dragons. Damien stood impassively, awaiting more orders, as though the scene had not occurred. The Light Bearers slowly loosened their grip on their weapons. The Prefect looked confused, likely taken aback that a human had spoken to his king in such a manner. The remaining scribes kept their heads down as good scribes should, but Lira still stood in her insulting leathers, uncertain whether she should even move.


  Darnuir at least had the good grace to look embarrassed, his face still screwed up in whatever pain ailed him.


  “Well,” Darnuir said, “at least he is talking again.”


  More awkward silence followed Darnuir’s failed attempt to save face. Blaine let it hang for as long as he could bear, hoping Darnuir might regain himself. He didn’t. Finally, Blaine had enough.


  “Prefect,” he said quite calmly.


  “Err, yes, Lord Guardian,” the dragon said, seeming to snap out of some reverie.


  “Prepare to move further into the forest,” Blaine told him. “I think you can remain handling affairs alone for the time being.”


  Chapter 20


  THE TRUSTED


  DUKOONA SAT IN contemplation upon the throne of the Dragon King. His head was cradled in his hands, fingers twisting around the cold, fiery tendrils that fell from his head. The starium stone of the throne was hard and unforgiving. Stubborn and strong like those who had built it. For the most important chair in Tenalp, it was extraordinarily plain. Its back rose high and straight, the armrests were broad, and the seat far wider than necessary; yet still, it had been hewn from the rock without decoration. Raw strength had been used to make this seat for the King of Dragons and was fitting for those creatures.


  Since Dukoona had taken up residency, the throne room was more of an empty cavern. Situated low in the Royal Tower, the room was the largest space the building had to offer. Stairs fanned out beneath the throne, sloping down to the simple golden floor. The stone was worn and a little uneven in places but otherwise, there was nothing remarkable about the room. Perhaps the King of Dragons had no need to assert his power, Dukoona mused. But if he had been so powerful, how had he fallen so easily?


  Dukoona remembered that moment well, when he had plunged his sword, forged from the shadows itself, down through the King’s chest. Castallan had been there at the end, though his eyes had been fixed on Draconess’ sword. Dukoona only had eyes for his greatest kill, drinking in Draconess’ expression as he pulled his sword free. It had been so very sweet. Not the kill itself, of course, but robbing Rectar of his greatest prize. His Master desired dragons to be sent to the mountain, not killed, and so Dukoona had deprived his Master of ever having their king. It had been one of his finer acts of resistance. But that had been before the massacre atop the plateau. That had been before his doubt and before Rectar’s renewed strength.


  He is strong once more.


  Dukoona’s Master had spoken to him earlier that day. Rectar’s voice had come like the unrelenting waves of a storm crashing against the plateau of Aurisha. For the last twenty years, his mind had held like the rock did, standing strong as the water broke against it. Today had been different. Today he had crumbled; he had been forced to listen. “Come,” Rectar had said. The command was simple, but not since he had been summoned into the world had it been so strong. Not even in all the long years of war leading to the capture of this once great city.


  Dukoona considered the meaning of the brief demand. It could only mean that Rectar wished him to travel to Kar’drun. As the largest mountain in all the world, it had the most Cascade energy running through it. That was why Rectar lurked there. The last time his Master had brought him back to Kar’drun, it had been to launch the campaign into the Highlands. Dukoona was proud of that venture. It had been one of his finest efforts of resistance. Yet his doubt now stretched to include even these happy memories. Was it because Rectar was weaker then, Dukoona had often wondered of late. Shortly after Aurisha fell, Rectar’s voice had dropped to a whisper inside his head. Somehow, he had lost the best part of his power, despite the important victory. Something crippled him, and so Dukoona could resist more easily. But now, somehow, he had regained his strength.


  Dukoona had suspected it for weeks. Since he had last spoken with the wizard, he had felt his Master’s power flourish. At first, Dukoona had thought that the approaching invasion of the west must have stirred life back into him; that somehow merely the thought of bringing death to his enemies gave him a new lease of enthusiasm. But now, it seemed the other way around. This invasion was being hastily put together because Rectar had regained his full power. But why now? And how?


  Dukoona pondered what this meant for him and his people. If he was to go to Kar’drun then he hoped it was to launch their new fleet and campaign. Any other reason was dangerous to consider. None entered the mountain, save for the mindless demons who were so much easier to manipulate. It had been decades since Dukoona had been allowed entry.


  Does he suspect disloyalty? Does he know of it? Dukoona had often showed signs of resistance in the past but it had never been an issue. He assumed his Master expected his more powerful minions to push back, if only a little. Yet the lack of communication with Rectar was now more worrying than comforting. Does he no longer have use for us? Once, the thought might have cheered him, however, its implications were severe for his kind. If we are not needed, then what will be done with us? And what will take our place?


  Such was his concentration that he did not at first notice the ten spectres materialising from the floor at the centre of the room; springing up from a shadow cast from the open doorway. Dukoona had been expecting them. These spectres were some of his Trusted – those who had proven to him that they shared his doubts about their Master. Kidrian, for example, had been with him almost since the start. He would have been identical to his spectre brothers, were it not for the patches of guttering purple embers upon his black head.


  “Kidrian,” Dukoona said softly. The respective demon stepped forward.


  “My Lord,” Kidrian said in his croaky voice.


  “What news from Kar’drun?” Dukoona asked.


  “Little, in volume, as always,” Kidrian said. “Though this time, there was an event of great interest.” If Dukoona had had eyebrows, he might have raised them; instead, he opted to sit more upright on the throne. Noticing this, Kidrian continued. “As you instructed, my men and I watched the mountain closely as we ostensibly oversaw the construction of the fleet. For weeks, there was no unusual activity, until a fortnight ago, when something emerged from the mountain.”


  “You saw him?” Dukoona asked. For Rectar to step out of his sanctum was unheard of, but nothing else ever came forth from the jaws of that burnt rock, other than demons.


  “No, my Lord,” Kidrian said. He motioned a few of his fellows forwards as if to back him up. “The Master remains out of sight as always. None of us actually saw the incident ourselves but a witness states that he saw a creature running across the Lifeless Lands, being chased by demons. The creature appeared to have red skin and was humanoid in shape.”


  “Why the uncertainty about its shape?” Dukoona asked.


  “It might have been a human or a dragon but for its size” Kidrian said. “It was quite large apparently. As I say, none of the Trusted actually saw the creature.”


  “Do you believe what you were told?” Dukoona asked.


  Kidrian nodded towards one of the spectres on his flank. This spectre was smaller and weedier than the others. Its form was not as solid as a regular spectre but more so than a demon. A shadowy mist swirled slightly, whereas the other spectres had a denser, flesh-like shadow. The creature was clearly one of the Broken; poor wretches whom the Master had failed to summon properly into the world. Looking at this frail member of his kind, Dukoona’s aversion to his Master flared within in.


  “Sonrid here witnessed the event,” Kidrian said. “He was close to where the creature eventually fell and came to us afterwards.” Kidrian paused, contemplating his next words. “His tale is quite disturbing, my Lord.”


  “Come forward,” Dukoona indicated to Sonrid. “What is this disturbing news you have?”


  “My Lord, Dukoona,” Sonrid said in a strained voice, as though his throat had a fist clenched around it. “The creature was indeed red in colour, though not its entire body. Some of its flesh was still pink, like the skin of a human or dragon. It was tall, as Kidrian says, and may have been seven feet in height, but it was gangly and uncoordinated. Its face was long and stretched, and it howled as though tormented. It managed to make it as far as the edge of the Forsaken City, before…” Sonrid paused, looking towards Kidrian.


  “Go on,” Kidrian told him. “Our Lord will want to know. He will not be angry at you.”


  Dukoona leaned forward. “Sonrid, if Kidrian had any reason to doubt your loyalty, you would not be alive today. Speak, now.” Little Sonrid looked to him with dark eyes, devoid of any insight into the spectre that lay behind them.


  “As Kidrian said,” Sonrid began nervously, “there were a number of demons chasing the creature. They fell upon it at the edge of the abandoned city and, after a brief fight, it lay dead, although it had fought hard and managed to take down many demons in its rage.”


  “Were there no spectres at hand to fight this creature?” Dukoona asked.


  “This is the part you will find disturbing, my Lord,” Sonrid said. “Those spectres nearby who witnessed the incident moved closer to investigate, perhaps to help, but…”


  “Yes,” Dukoona growled, moving to the edge of the throne.


  “The demons turned on them, my Lord,” Sonrid said, flinching as he spoke, as if Dukoona had struck him. “The demons swarmed over those spectres. Every spectre at the incident was killed by the demons.”


  “But not you, Sonrid?” Dukoona said. “You survived.”


  “My Lord, I was afraid of the red creature,” Sonrid quivered. “When it drew close, I melded into a nearby shadow to hide and saw the whole thing. Please, forgive my cowardice.”


  “Cowardice?” Dukoona questioned. “To live in the shadows is our nature, Sonrid. To strike from them, to travel by them and to learn by them. You have learned a great deal by hiding and I am grateful you were not killed. This information is the most distressing I have ever heard.”


  “My Lord?” Sonrid said quizzically.


  Dukoona cocked his head as he contemplated the little spectre. Did he really need to be told why?


  “Tell me, Sonrid. When were you summoned to this world?”


  “Around the time this city fell, I think.”


  “I imagine it was shortly after,” Dukoona told him. “You are one of the Broken, are you not?”


  “Yes, my Lord,” Sonrid said, hanging his head in shame.


  “It is no fault of yours but of the Master’s,” Dukoona said. “Every spectre he tried to bind to this world after we took this city was malformed.” The other spectres around the room turned to get a better look at Sonrid, as if he were some spectacle. Many of the Broken perished after only a few years; to see one alive was quite rare. Dukoona continued. “You might be among the youngest of our kind, Sonrid, but have you ever known demons to turn against a spectre?”


  “No, my Lord,” Sonrid said. “Never.” He fidgeted hesitantly and took a step closer to the throne. He raised his head to better look at Dukoona. If his eyes had been well enough formed, they might have been pleading. “My Lord, to exist as I do is to exist in pain. Will you end me?”


  “End you?” Dukoona said, a little taken aback by the request. He rose from the throne and slowly approached Sonrid. He brought a hand up to the spectre’s face, the deep purple of his own body appearing solid against Sonrid’s wispier form. “Such a brave request? Why ask this of me when a moment ago you were afraid of punishment?”


  “I thought we lived to serve,” Sonrid said. “If the Master is killing our kind, I see no reason to continue to suffer.” Dukoona seriously contemplated the request. He stroked the little spectre’s face slowly. He ran one finger from the tip of his head down to the point of his misshapen chin. With both hands, he could twist Sonrid’s neck and be done. Yet, looking at him, he saw in the poor spectre all there was to mistrust and fear about the Master.


  We are only his tools. He does not care to fix us if we are broken. He will simply reach for a fresh one, or perhaps seek something else. A better tool for his purpose. Are we no longer useful?


  “I will not kill you,” Dukoona said. “Too many of us have died already.” He swept dramatically back to the top of the stairs leading to the throne. He turned and addressed the room at large. “Too many,” he told them. “And ever since we took this city, our numbers have not been replenished. The Master gave up after he summoned only the Broken, after his power diminished. For diminish it did.” He stared around at the Trusted; they all nodded in agreement. “I felt it, perhaps you did too? His voice, once as loud as the howling winds, became little more than a whisper; and even when those whispers came, they seemed strained. A few years ago, when he ordered I take our forces north, I did so but with little urgency. He sought a passage overland to the west and I sought to delay him. I marched deliberately into dead ends; I allowed those grey-skinned beasts to believe they were repelling us. Yet I wondered why he allowed such leeway. Could his power really have faded so much?”


  No one answered him.


  “I wondered,” he continued, “and I gathered more of you together, my Trusted. I feared that perhaps he was allowing our kind to die; for every death is one less spectre to maintain control of. He may have needed to conserve his strength but he might have required it for something else. Today, that fear has become more founded.”


  “Do you mean to say that the Master no longer needs us?” Kidrian asked.


  “I suspect it,” Dukoona said. “Something has changed. His strength has now returned in full. His commands are infrequent, but when his voice calls, it is louder and clearer than ever; and now we have more questions left unanswered. What was this red creature? Are there more of them? Are they to replace us? In short, have our people been sentenced to extinction?”


  Around the room, the Trusted stared first at each other and then at Dukoona. Little Sonrid just kept a bowed head, seemingly disheartened.


  “What are we to do?” Kidrian asked.


  “We will do what we have always done,” Dukoona told them. “We will wait, and watch, and learn; and we shall do it from the shadows. Above all, we will resist.” The Trusted nodded in agreement. To resist was what they had always done. Sonrid kept his head low. He is unconvinced. “If you wonder why I will not kill you, Sonrid, it is because I have far more use for you alive than dead.”


  “But the Master—”


  “Is happy to throw our lives away,” Dukoona interrupted. “I’d rather resist that a little longer. Wouldn’t you?”


  “Death would free me,” Sonrid said feebly.


  “Death would end you,” Dukoona said. “And if you are dead, you cannot work against he who has brought you into this world to suffer.”


  “My Lord, we cannot act against the Master’s will,” Kidrian said.


  “No, not directly, but we are not the only ones who resist him.” He gave them one last knowing look. “It is time we worked at more than simply killing dragons. But we must tread very carefully. Go now, I must consider our next move.” They all bowed and slowly made their way out of the throne room. Kidrian was at the back of the group. As an afterthought, Dukoona called after him. “Kidrian, find our new friend a place amongst the Trusted.” The purple embers on Kidrian’s head flared at the command, a sign he was disgruntled at the recruitment. He gave another curt nod all the same before exiting.


  When Dukoona sat back on the throne, he heard it again, that loud and awful voice ringing through his mind. “Come,” it said. Dukoona knew he could not delay for long. He would have to the travel to the burned mountain: to Kar’drun.


  Chapter 21


  VAL’TARRA


  “I SHALL REQUIRE GOLD and lots of it,” said the familiar robed man, whose hair was swept back in an arc and who inhabited Darnuir’s dreams. As always, the scene unfolded before him in a jarring combination; being both vivid and opaque at the same time.


  “And what will you need that for?” Darnuir asked.


  “To find sufficient volunteers,” the man said. “Do you really want to know the details?”


  “No,” Darnuir said without hesitation. “What you do with humans is no concern of mine but I must insist you refrain from approaching my own people.”


  “Of course, my Lord,” the stranger said, a little nervously. “In any case, I do not think dragons would be suitable. All I need from you is gold and a safe environment to work. With that, and enough time, I will find the answer for you, for us!”


  “You are sure?” Darnuir asked him in a considered tone. “I seek answers,” he reminded the man, “not more questions.”


  “I am, though it will take a deal of secrecy to work without interruption or suspicion. Few are as open-minded or understanding as you, Darnuir.”


  “Few share my passion to preserve my race,” Darnuir said. “Even my father lacks that most basic instinct of survival. I feel he has resigned himself.”


  “We shall turn the tide,” the stranger assured him.


  “I hope so, Castallan.”


  The scene dissolved and Darnuir awoke with a sudden jerk. His head swam from the rapid movement and his heart thrummed against his ribs. These dreams cannot continue. It had taken them four days to struggle through the thick forest to the Argent Tree and they had been here now for three. Strangely, Darnuir felt alert, despite his disturbed sleep and his exertions on the run from Torridon only a week ago. The Dragon’s Blade was likely to thank for that. Darnuir reached for the large cup of water at his bedside. He had taken to having one on hand every night. He took a long drink to wipe away the bitter taste in his mouth. I don’t know how I’ll ever get used to this.


  Starlight filled his room within the Argent Tree. His bed was a soft and welcome comfort after the many weeks of rough living, but he was never able to return to sleep after awaking from these fever-like dreams. He tossed off the silk sheets and rose from his bed. The room was spacious and had been carved out of the Argent Tree itself. Everything within it was connected, almost as though the room had grown organically. Though the wood was generally silver, some of the gnarled areas were worn and less vibrant, while paints of cool blue and green weaved intricate patterns across the rest. The fairies were truly skilled with their brushwork. Faint starlight spilled in through a balcony, which rested on a sturdy overhanging branch outside.


  Darnuir stepped out into the starry light, reflected by a thousand silver leaves above. Some drifted downwards in a genteel dance, sparkling as they descended hundreds of feet to the ground. Looking down, the mixed canopy of Val’tarra swayed in the breeze, millions of rustling leaves, black, green, and silver, out to the horizon. The air was crisp and chilled at this height but Darnuir felt at ease. I grew up in the snow and mountains. Nothing that happens will ever take that away. He had heard from some of the dragons that Aurisha was a hot and dry place. The thought of living there was as alien to him as were the people he was supposed to lead. It was fortunate that the dragons here seemed to adhere to his commands without protest, although they often glanced to Blaine, if he was nearby, for confirmation. They have not fully accepted me yet. And why should they?


  Among the hunters, captains and leaders only gained respect through their deeds. Scythe had earned that when he had staved off the encroaching demons in the Boreacs, allowing them to hold back the dark tide for months. Yet Scythe had not garnered the love of the hunters. He deserved it though. He did his best and gave everything for us. Yet Darnuir was beginning to understand that love and respect were two very distinct things. Growing up, he had both loved and greatly admired Cosmo, so the feelings had felt entwined. From what he had observed with Blaine, it was evident that he commanded respect from the dragons, almost without question, but it did not seem that they loved him. Blaine deserved that esteem from his demeanour and his battle prowess, if nothing else. And which do I want? Do I want love or respect? Knowing he had either would be beneficial.


  There was something else he had noticed on occasion from the dragons: a wariness that for some verged on fear. It was subtle, only noticeable in the tentative way they approached him or cautiously backed away. Perhaps it was simply natural behaviour towards someone in his position, but Darnuir suspected that his reputation proceeded him or, at least, his previous reputation. He had heard from Brackendon and even Cassandra, via her carer, Chelos, that he had once been less than amiable. It only made the recurring dreams more disconcerting. The latest one had been the most extensive yet and the most worrying. At the end, I said his name. Castallan. He hoped desperately that they were only dreams but some instinct told him they were more than that. What did I do? What answers did I hope Castallan could provide?


  As a more forceful breeze hit him, he decided that a good bout of training might clear his head. Perhaps some of those Light Bearers Blaine is so fond of might be up and willing to spar. He returned to his room and grabbed his leathers, leaving off some of the fur-lined pieces so he wouldn’t be uncomfortable. The fairies had given his clothing a deep cleaning and Darnuir’s nose was grateful for the fragrance of crushed flowers, as opposed to sweat and dried blood. He was beginning to get used to his increasingly acute sense of smell, but some scents still took him by surprise. Chief of these unusual aromas was the occasional sweet smell he picked up when around some of the hunters or other humans. Grabbing the Dragon’s Blade and strapping it to his waist, he began the long descent through the Argent Tree.


  Steel clashed on steel as the dragons trained in the clearing. The noise rang amongst the trees surrounding them, rebounding and echoing off a hundred trunks. Darnuir squinted in the dawn light as he lifted his dulled training sword to block a downward strike from Lira. Her instincts were good. Very good. Darnuir had not faced someone who could match him except for Sanders, the red-eyed Chevalier, and, of course, there had been the foe in blood-red armour at Cold Point.


  He threw Lira off but she maintained her balance, despite the damp morning dew underfoot. She lunged forwards and he spun to one side. He took a swipe at her, hoping to regain the offensive, but she danced out of the way with incredible speed. At least, it seemed incredible. Darnuir had rarely met a real challenge when he was younger. In hindsight, he had always been just a little bit too quick to react, his blows a little too strong for his size. He thought he had just been gifted. They all had.


  Perhaps I am not that talented at all. Perhaps it was only because I am a dragon.


  Lira came at him again, lashing with her blunted blade. The sword tips clashed in a metallic screech that grew louder as Darnuir pushed, scraping the edges against each other. Lira pushed back and, for a moment, they stood locked, frozen in mid action, then she buckled, thrown back by Darnuir’s greater strength.


  “Argh!” Lira cried as her head hit the ground, smashing on a fallen branch. Darnuir stepped forwards to point his sword down towards her neck. “I yield,” she said bitterly, spitting her ebony hair out of her mouth. Darnuir offered her a hand and heard clapping coming from the treeline.


  “I think you might actually be getting quicker,” Balack called. Darnuir turned to see his friend and Cassandra beside him, waving one of the blunt training swords casually around. He had seen them together more often lately. Why was that?


  “You were too slow, boy,” another voice called over the clattering dragons. Blaine approached, flanked by a retinue of Light Bearers. Some now bore a peculiar-looking symbol, painted expertly in yellow onto the face of their shields. The pattern was similar to the shape of the hilt of Blaine’s sword. “You were both too slow,” Blaine stated again, throwing Lira an unfavourable look. “How will you ever learn fighting her? She is little better than a human.”


  “I thought she fought well,” Darnuir said in her defence. Lira smiled at him but cowed before Blaine.


  Blaine ignored Darnuir’s statement. “We missed you at prayer this morning, my King. Had you no words to say to Dwna?” His tone held no surprise. Darnuir had avoided these gatherings. The whole concept baffled him. It seemed like speaking to the air without any response. Perhaps Blaine received replies in his head? But, if that were true, that might just make him mad. Yet it must make sense to others, for Blaine’s followers grew daily.


  “I needed to clear my head,” Darnuir said. “I hoped one of your Light Bearers would be willing?” He glanced around at Blaine’s followers. They all met him with impassive eyes. Am I supposed to rebuke them for scorning me? Or are they beyond my ‘power’ as Blaine’s preferred men. There were many subtleties of his role that Darnuir was in the dark about, and Blaine seemed intent on keeping things that way, feeding him morsels of information as he needed to know.


  “If it is a duel you want then I shall spar with you,” Blaine smiled.


  Darnuir was taken aback. “You?”


  “Yes,” Blaine said. His Light Bearers began to fan out in a circle. “If you are going to improve, you should learn how far you have to go.” He drew out the Guardian’s Blade.


  “Is this not training?” Darnuir asked, holding up the dulled practice sword.


  “Would you use that in a real fight?” Blaine said.


  “No,” Darnuir said stiffly.


  “Then you won’t use it here,” Blaine said. “I won’t hurt you, if that is what you are concerned about?”


  Darnuir threw an apprehensive look around him. He was surrounded by the silent and sentinel Light Bearers. Lira had shied out of the way to join Balack and Cassandra. Darnuir tossed the training sword aside and drew out the Dragon’s Blade. Other sparring pairs stopped their fights as they noticed what was unfolding. Gradually, the circle grew larger, becoming a makeshift arena.


  “What if I hurt you?” he called to Blaine.


  “I’m not worried by that,” Blaine said. Then he attacked.


  It was all Darnuir could do to block Blaine’s first assault. He charged Darnuir with the same ferocity he had used in battling Raymond’s brother at Torridon. The force of the blow nearly knocked Darnuir over but he remained on his feet, stumbling back. Blaine came at him again. Darnuir thought he had anticipated Blaine’s strike to his right but, at the last second, Blaine whipped his arm around in a blur. Darnuir’s exposed side stung harshly.


  “Dead!” Blaine yelled. Murmurs came from all around the clearing.


  Darnuir felt the strange temper rise in him again and his head throbbed with a renewed vigour. Somehow, it was not wholly his own. Drawing several short and furious breaths, he moved to attack Blaine. The Guardian dodged his blow as though Darnuir were a clumsy child. Darnuir did not relent. He struck at Blaine again and this time, forced him to parry. He swung repeatedly, high and low, pressing forward and putting Blaine on the defensive. It seemed he had turned the momentum of the fight around too easily, a fear confirmed when a concentrated beam of light emanated from the Guardian’s Blade, hitting Darnuir in the face. Blinded, Darnuir’s final swings met air alone and he felt another hard slap at the back of his legs. The force of Blaine’s strike buckled his knees and he fell.


  “That time I would have had your legs off,” Blaine informed him.


  “The light…” Darnuir began to say.


  “Is no different from the sun,” Blaine said, “only more directed. Would you call out a man with a shield blocking your blow? No, because it is a tool he possesses.”


  Darnuir got back to his feet and they began to lightly circle each other. I have my own trick as well. If only I could control it properly. The surrounding crowd had grown larger and now contained hunters as well as dragons. Civilians, fairy, human and dragon alike, must have been attracted to the spectacle from the other side of the river, for children sat upon the shoulders of their fathers or mothers.


  This time, Blaine took the initiative, leaping though the air towards Darnuir. Briefly, the Guardian blocked the sun from Darnuir’s vision as he fell towards him. Instinct told him to raise his sword but a better idea came to him. He held until the last possible moment then rolled out of the way. Blaine collided with the ground in an impact that would have shattered the bones of a human. Darnuir rounded on the hunched figure, bringing the flat of his sword down. The word ‘dead’ died half-formed in his throat as Blaine, still crouched, brought his own sword over his head to bat the Dragon’s Blade away. Darnuir tried to quickly bring another strike to bear but Blaine jumped to his feet and suddenly, Darnuir was back-peddling, parrying until the edge of the crowd had to part for them. With a great effort, Darnuir pushed against Blaine until the two became locked. More light began to glow around Blaine’s sword.


  Is he trying the same cheap trick? Darnuir wanted nothing more than the fire from his own sword to leap forth. He thought on it hard; concentrated entirely on the bright flames spilling from the dragon’s mouth. Then he felt it. His throat felt like it was burning, but there was nothing there, and suddenly, real fire lit up the Dragon’s Blade.


  “Argh!” Blaine cried as the heat bit at his face. He kicked Darnuir’s torso to drive him away. Darnuir spun from the blow. Winded, he gasped for air. His throat still burned intensely and the fire must have continued to pour forth as he twisted, for a ring of fire now encircled Blaine and himself. Screams rose from the spectators and the wall of bodies rushed away from the flames. He could not control it. It was just like at Cold Point. No, Darnuir thought in panic as he flapped the Dragon’s Blade helplessly as though it were a rag on fire.


  “Put it out!” Blaine yelled.


  Darnuir tried. He failed.


  “I can’t!”


  Blaine was on him then, grabbing him roughly and pushing a strong hand against his mouth. “Hold your breath, boy,” he said. Darnuir did as he was told, seizing up his airways, not letting a drop of air in. It seemed to work. The burning sensation in his throat died and the flames on the sword guttered out. Blaine let go of him and he gulped in air.


  “I didn’t know I had to stop breathing,” he coughed as he regained his breath.


  “It should be a last resort,” Blaine said. “You should be able to turn it off as naturally as you ignite the blade but, as you seem to struggle, bear that in mind for the future.”


  “Why does holding my breath help?” Darnuir said.


  Blaine did not immediately answer. He was preoccupied with scanning around for casualties. Thankfully, the dampness of the ground had impeded the fire spreading. The crowds had dispersed a fair distance, and Darnuir saw some fleeing the glade. Blaine turned back to him, apparently satisfied that no damage had been done.


  “Fires will go out if they are starved of air.”


  “But the fire was on the sword,” Darnuir said.


  “Did your throat not feel hot?” Blaine asked. “That’s how it has been described to me.”


  “It was,” Darnuir said, “but the heat wasn’t really in me, Blaine. I can’t breathe fire.”


  Blaine shrugged. “That is just the way it works, Darnuir. I told you I don’t have all the answers.”


  Darnuir let out an exasperated sigh. You’ve given few so far. Still, the new knowledge was extremely useful. If he could practice controlling the fire in this crude manner, it would be a start.


  Blaine must have sensed his frustration for he went on. “The Blades embody different things. The Dragon’s Blade embodies the nature of a dragon, or what it once meant; and so it can fly and spew flames.”


  “And yours?” Darnuir asked. “What does the Guardian’s Blade embody?”


  “The Light,” Blaine said, “and the power to carefully watch the world over many years; hence the long life and the memory storage.”


  “What do you mean by the—”


  “Darnuir, I don’t think here is the place, but I do think it is the time. Come,” Blaine said, gesturing for Darnuir to follow. He felt thoroughly exasperated with the Guardian. Always just these little pieces at a time. Nothing is ever solid.


  Blaine was leading him towards the Avvorn, the river that ran from the mountains of the north through the heart of Val’tarra. The clearing in which they had duelled was on the opposite side from the epicentre of fairy life around the Argent Tree. As they neared the exit of the clearing, Darnuir caught a glimpse of Cassandra duelling playfully with Balack. Lira watched them both carefully, shouting out tips and instructions. He found his eyes captured for the moment on the tumbling locks of Cassandra’s thick hair, her slender figure as she wove around Balack, and her brilliant smile as she slipped and fell on the slick grass. He noticed how her eyes matched the colour of the forest floor and were alight with a spark and brightness he had not seen in them before. She seemed happy.


  “Darnuir,” Blaine said slowly, “she will still be here when we are finished. Come along.”


  “I wasn’t…” Darnuir said stupidly. “I was just watching.”


  “I know,” Blaine said, disapproving. “I’d caution you against acting on it, Darnuir, but I imagine you will ignore me.” Darnuir remained silent, refusing to rise to the bait. “I will offer you my caution all the same.”


  They approached the bank of the Avvorn. The river flowed before them, too wide even for the strongest dragon to leap. The surface of the water shone a delicate icy-blue. Little bridges fashioned from silver wood spanned the gap at intervals. On the other side, the trees were sparse, as they had to compete with the thirsty roots of the Argent Tree. As they crossed over one of the small bridges, Darnuir paused at the highest point. Not far downriver, he saw a score of fairies tending to one of the blackened and burned trees.


  “What now?” Blaine asked impatiently.


  “What are they doing?” he asked.


  “They are arborists, Darnuir,” Blaine said. “They are doing their job.” The team of fairies moved carefully around the tree, placing their hands upon it in a manner that must have held significance but which left Darnuir none the wiser. “They are attempting to heal the tree,” Blaine continued. “It has not processed the Cascade energy within the water well.”


  “They don’t seem to be making much of a difference,” Darnuir said.


  “Right now, they are checking whether it can be saved. If it can’t, they will tear it down.” Darnuir did not ask further. He felt that was all he was going to get out of the Guardian and, at any rate, he was intrigued by Blaine’s allusions to answers.


  He followed Blaine over the bridge and onto the makeshift road of well-trodden earth, leading through the city of canvass, which lay before the base of the Argent Tree. The largest tent amongst them might have been covered by the sails of several ships and was the centre of the triage operations. The wounded and exhausted lay out in long rows on the soft grass, allowing fairy healers easier movement amongst their patients. Hundreds of them tended to their charges in elegant, silken gowns. Not far from Darnuir and Blaine, one fairy healer dashed towards a man tossing violently in his sleep. Her skin was a pale turquoise and her fine white hair was tied back in a long braid. Judging by the patient’s muddy red leathers, he was a human hunter from the Cairlav Marshes. The sick hunter awoke as the fairy reached him, sweat visible on his brow. One of his arms ended in a bandaged stump just past the elbow. As the healer unwound the linens, a smell of rot reached Darnuir and his stomach twisted. Impulsively, he raised his hand to cover his nose.


  “Putrid isn’t it?” Blaine said.


  The fairy was speaking softly to the man and wiping his brow. She inspected the wound then looked up and made a signal to a fellow healer who began to approach with a clanking case.


  “No,” the man whimpered, trying to move. “No, no, please,” he said terrified. As he struggled, he nearly knocked the healer down. She caught Darnuir watching them and her eyes beseeched him. He hurriedly picked his way over to the pair and pressed down on the man to keep him from moving. Blaine called after him but he ignored it. The hunter cried out in fresh pain and Darnuir eased the pressure he was putting on him.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “I have yet to learn my own strength.”


  “My Lord?” the hunter said in disbelief. “I lost my hand at Torridon but the rest of the arm has been fine since. Please tell her… please.” The fairy gave Darnuir another stern look and shook her head. Her companion arrived and she began rummaging in the case.


  “I’m no healer,” Darnuir said, “but my nose tells me it is too far gone. I’m sorry.” The man stopped trying to move under Darnuir’s superior strength. He began to sob instead, the tears mingling with the beads of sweat running down his face. His eyes widened in terror as the fairy produced a surgical blade, long and razor-sharp. Another smell reached Darnuir then; it was powerfully sweet, so sweet it was nearly sickly. Is that fear I am smelling? Why is that? If so, it’s grotesque and vile. Still, he found it strangely pleasant. The healer brought out more supplies and finally, a thick piece of clean silver bark, which she passed to Darnuir.


  “Bite down on this,” she told the hunter. “It will help you.” He accepted the bark between his teeth without struggle and kept his eyes shut as the healer began the awful process. He bit down on the bark and fresh tears streamed from his eyes. Mercifully, it was over quickly; the worst part was the cracking and crunching as she cut through the bone. The healer’s companion collected the discarded flesh and knife and carried them away, whilst she applied a mushed silver paste to the wound and rebound it with an impressive efficiency. “You can let go now,” she said, and Darnuir released the poor soul. She raised a gentle hand to the man’s brow and his whimpers died away as he closed his eyes.


  “What did you do to him?” Darnuir asked.


  “I took some of the pain away,” she said, shaking as she pulled her hand away. “But I might have overdone it. I need water.” She rose unsteadily to her feet and Darnuir helped stabilise her. “Thank you, Lord Darnuir. And for him,” she added.


  “Are you able to walk?” he asked.


  “I should be fine,” she said. “There is plenty of food and water for us.” She scurried off desperately towards the largest tent within the city of canvas.


  Blaine stalked towards him. “We don’t have time to stop and help every man.”


  Darnuir looked down at the hunter, remembering the sweet scent he had inhaled and twitched at his own perverse senses. “Blaine,” he asked tentatively, “can we smell fear?” Even as he asked it, the question sounded absurd.


  Blaine gave a cruel smirk. “Sweet isn’t it?”


  “It’s a revolting thought,” Darnuir said. “But I liked it.”


  “It is who we are, Darnuir,” Blaine said. “Perhaps a wolf picks up a similar scent when it hunts down its prey. You should get used to it eventually.”


  “Does it only come from humans?”


  “Most noticeably,” Blaine said. “Humans hold the most fear.”


  Standing amongst the injured and sick, Darnuir felt a little fear was justified. They were brave to fight and make it this far, he thought. Spectres and demons are one thing but the unknown of the sick bed is another.


  “Come,” Blaine said. “We should avoid any more distract—”


  “Lord Guardian!” a voice called from the grassy path.


  Darnuir whipped his head and saw Damien approaching. Blaine’s expression softened when he saw the outrunner.


  “Is this important, Damien?” Blaine asked.


  “A message from the Chevalier, sir.”


  “From Raymond?” Darnuir said. “How did he manage to get word to us here?”


  “One of our long-range runners was given the letter by a bargeman passing up the river Dorain,” Damien said. “It is in the central command tent for you, my Lords.”


  “Very well,” Blaine said. “It may contain word of the enemy.”


  They traced the path of the fairy healer and entered the massive tent. Darnuir saw the healer sipping at a tall glass of water. Hundreds of jugs were laid out upon long tables, and other fairies glided serenely around, carrying trays of freshly-baked bread. At the centre of the tent was a collection of angled tables strewn with maps, stacks of parchment and half-eaten meals. Armoured dragons and burly fairy warriors stood consorting there, placing little carvings on the maps to represent the forces at play.


  Darnuir found it curious that every fairy warrior he had seen had a very similar look, as though they were designed specifically for combat. They were taller than the rest, and so thickly set that they made the dragons seem scrawny. Yet others, the ones with wings, were far leaner and wiry. All present seemed to defer to one warrior fairy in particular. His skin was such a dark shade of blue that it might have been ink, contrasting fiercely with his long silver hair, which was elaborately braided to the middle of his winged back; strapped to which was a vicious double-ended spear. His navy tunic, emblazoned with a large silver tree, was pulled in tightly by the straps of his weapon.


  Sitting alone, a little dour-faced and looking out of place was Cosmo. He was scratching away on a sheet of parchment with stacks of reports piled around him. His white leathers looked freshly cleaned and he held a steaming mug in one hand. A cradle rocked gently beside him with his sleeping son inside.


  As Darnuir and Blaine approached, the dark-skinned fairy looked up, seeming pleased by their arrival. “Lord Guardian,” the fairy said in a confident voice, “it is good you have come. There is much we must discuss.”


  “Darnuir, this is General Fidelm, commander in chief of all fairy forces.”


  The ink-skinned fairy bowed his head towards Darnuir. “It is good to see you again, Darnuir. You really do look the same, apart from the stubble of course.”


  “Thank you,” Darnuir said, not sure of what else to say. It was still disconcerting to meet people who must feel like they already knew him. “I presume it is you we have to thank for the timely aid of the fairies near your forest’s borders?” he added, feeling he ought to say something further.


  “If only we could have done more,” Fidelm said. “Yet mustering my warriors is taking a deal of time.” The dark-skinned fairy picked up a sheet of parchment from the table and passed it to Blaine. “From someone named Raymond.”


  Blaine scanned the message, frowned, then handed it to Darnuir. “We should discuss the urgency of this,” Blaine said. “Read the letter. Then we can briefly talk over our options.”


  Darnuir unfolded the sheet.


  ‘My Lord Dragons, I write to you regarding the situation at Inverdorn, a city now gripped in the throes of siege. I have secured passage out on one of the last barges but there is now no way in or out via land. The demons arrived two days ago, led by a figure in full plate armour, the colour of blood. It is surely no demon or spectre and I suspect more human treachery is to blame. Although the ship routes of the loch remain open for now, most traffic has ceased. The city is well-stocked and has high walls but was not built for such an attack. Were it not for a healthy contingent of your own kind here, I imagine the city would have descended into panic already. I estimate around two to three thousand dragons are here, trapped on their way to Val’tarra. Added together with the city guard and hunters from the Crescent, I’d put the defence force at around five thousand. Yet all accounts place the demons at forty thousand strong. I trust you find this intelligence of use. I pray that a relief force can be sent from Brevia with all haste, but I fear the city will fall soon. I have given this message into the hands of one bargeman, Grenn, who is sailing north along the Dorian. He is a jumpy fellow, particularly around a certain collection of barrels he has on board. I can only hope these words find their way into your hands. Humbly and faithfully, Raymond, son of Jasper, of House Tarquill.’


  Darnuir placed the letter back down on the table. “Well, at least we know where the demons are – Inverdorn.” He was about to follow Blaine to the fairy general’s side when he heard Cosmo perk up from his chair.


  “If I may, Darnuir,” he said through a mouthful of his steaming drink, “can I have a word?”


  Blaine looked disapproving again but Darnuir waved him off. “Go on, Blaine, I’m sure you can manage without me.” He knew he ought to partake in whatever strategizing the pair would mull over but Darnuir had not seen Cosmo since their short but fierce fight at the edge of Val’tarra. He hoped they could make amends.


  Blaine and Fidelm moved off to one of the larger tables with the maps and army pieces on it, leaving Darnuir and Cosmo alone.


  “Darnuir,” Cosmo began, “I want to apologise for how I reacted before. It was out of all proportion. I can only blame the fatigue.”


  “Thank you,” Darnuir said. “And I am sorry for putting you on the spot like that. Have you given it any more thought?”


  Cosmo’s expression darkened. “Just because I am saying sorry, does not mean I have changed my mind.”


  “Then why are you here?” Darnuir asked.


  “Am I not allowed?” Cosmo asked. “I’ve found sleep to be difficult lately. Besides, this young man wasn’t in much of a sleeping mood either.” He gently rocked the cradle of his son. “So I thought I’d try and make myself useful. Fidelm suggested I compile a full report on the hunters.”


  “I couldn’t sleep either,” Darnuir said.


  “Pressure getting to you?” Cosmo said.


  “I doubt I’ve even felt a fraction of it yet,” Darnuir said. “But maybe it is.”


  “I’d be concerned if it wasn’t,” said Cosmo, taking another sip at his mug. “Hmmm, very good this. They call it shimmer brew; it’s like needle brew but much purer. Ground up from those silver leaves I’m told. Keeps you going.”


  “Why do you need to keep going?” Darnuir asked. “You should be resting. The fairies are taking good care of us.”


  Cosmo shrugged. “It’s not in my nature to sit idle and I have been idle enough of late.” A brief silence passed. It did not feel awkward but Darnuir felt that too much had happened in too short a space of time to make conversation easy. I wish things were different. I could use the old Cosmo again.


  “Well, if that is all,” Darnuir said, attempting to re-join Blaine and Fidelm.


  “Did you ask Raymond to stay in touch?” Cosmo asked.


  “No,” Darnuir said. “But it is him for sure. No one else could ever match his turn of phrase.”


  “Pass it over,” Cosmo said. “Fidelm felt it was inappropriate for my eyes.”


  “That would not be an issue if you were Captain of our hunter forces,” Darnuir said pointedly. “Now he would require access to such communication.” Cosmo’s expression soured.


  “Just give me the damn letter,” he said, hiding his face behind his mug as he took another sip. Darnuir snatched up the letter and handed it to Cosmo, who scanned over the words attentively. “Now imagine a city full of people like that,” Cosmo chuckled from his chair. “And that about sums up the capital. They hide behind glib tongues.”


  “You are hardly rough-spoken,” Darnuir said. “City life has left its mark on you.”


  Cosmo tapped his fingers off the table and screwed his face up in thought. “I can’t help who I am or where I come from but far worse things have marked me now.” Once more, he gently rocked his son’s cradle. “Perhaps I should stop running.”


  “If we’ve learnt anything recently, it is that even a dragon cannot run forever,” Darnuir said. He was conscious not to press too hard on Cosmo. He seemed to be coming back to the world, though Darnuir suspected that Grace’s death was like an injured limb and would only worsen if he were dragged back to normality too hastily. Yet Raymond’s letter suggested that they would have little time to lick their wounds. “We cannot stay here for long, can we?”


  “Not unless we want Inverdorn to burn,” Cosmo said.


  “Forty thousand…”Darnuir said in a wavering voice. Castallan’s army had proven swift and powerful. Their own forces were scattered and disunited. Darnuir always considered he would fight in a war, he had just never expected to be leading it. “Do we have a better grasp of our own strength yet?” he asked hopefully.


  “We won’t know the exact picture until General Fidelm gives us an estimate on how many fairy warriors he can muster.”


  “And what of the dragons?” Darnuir asked. Blaine had brought most of the dragons, who had already assembled in the forest to Torridon, but more had arrived after his departure and more were arriving all the time.


  “Why do you assume I know?” Cosmo said. “I’m just a lowly hunter to everyone else, Darnuir. The better question is: why don’t you know?”


  “Blaine has been taking care of things so far,” Darnuir said.


  “Are you not the King?” Cosmo asked. “I didn’t know dragons deferred to anyone else. That’s why they went into hiding for all those years.”


  “Blaine says we are equals, of a sort,” Darnuir said.


  “Hmmmm,” Cosmo mused with misgiving, “I would be careful around him. As far as I was concerned, the Guardian was a thing of the past, of legend even. Now he just appears, apparently out of nowhere and takes control? It doesn’t feel right to me.”


  “I’m just grateful for his help,” Darnuir said. “Yet even now, with my minimum involvement, I still feel overwhelmed.” He sighed heavily. “I know I am pushing you into a position you don’t want, Cosmo, but I’d like you to stay close as this unravels. It’s a selfish reason, though I do believe you are the best man for the job. Scythe, Edwin and this other Captain Morwen are all dead. Frankly, there is no one else, and one strong captain will make more sense now than three.” Cosmo smiled warmly at him. It had been a long time since Darnuir had seen that.


  “You are doing well enough, I think,” Cosmo said, avoiding answering Darnuir’s unasked question.


  “I have done little in truth,” Darnuir said.


  “You have got us this far.”


  “So you think I made the right decision?”


  “Well I would not be alive if you had not made the dragons drag us halfway across the kingdom,” said Cosmo. “It might make me biased but, yes, you made the right choice.”


  “Blaine doesn’t feel the same way,” Darnuir said.


  Cosmo shook his head. “Blaine doesn’t seem to weigh human life equally to a dragon’s; however, it is behaviour like that that has fractured our people’s relationship over the centuries. You know what they say about the merging of humanity into the Three Races?”


  Darnuir did, it was a well-worn phrase. “Bodies, bought and bled for dragon wars,” he recited.


  “It’s what many believe,” Cosmo said. “They think humanity was forced into the alliance, only to be sent to die against the Black Dragons, and there is resentment over it to this day. But you have a chance to change that.”


  “And you’ll help me?”


  “I will always be there to help you, Darnuir, in one way or another,” Cosmo said affectionately. “You know I’ve never really wanted power, of any kind, but a lot of that is merely having it for its own sake. I’ve seen what it can do to people and I never saw the point in becoming captain just because it was expected of me, or because it was the ‘natural’ thing to do. I could do all I wanted as a regular hunter but having some purpose behind that power, well, I wouldn’t feel so bad in helping you make a better world. Bringing dragons and humans closer together, to undo some of that animosity, I think that would be a very good purpose.” He tickled his son’s cheek. “I reckon I owe it to him to try.”


  The baby gargled loudly from his crib, as though in agreement. Darnuir moved closer and looked down into those oversized infant eyes, bright and green.


  “Cosmo,” Darnuir began hesitantly, hoping not to shatter the fresh reconciliation. “He will need a name eventually. Why the wait?”


  Cosmo raised one eyebrow and smirked at him. “Probably for the same reasons you haven’t told Balack about Eve.”


  Darnuir’s breath stuck in his throat in horror. She was too close. “W-what?” he stammered foolishly.


  Cosmo continued as though Darnuir had not reacted. “I have not done it because it would be too painful to do so; to do it without Grace and admit that she is truly gone. More importantly, I simply have not decided upon a name. Though, just as he will need a name, you will have to confront Balack at some point.”


  “How did you—”


  “I guessed,” Cosmo said. “I saw the two of you leave the festivities that night and I noticed how you have been avoiding him ever since.” Darnuir just stood there, rooted in his shame; like a young child being chastised, having been caught red-handed at some misdemeanour. Only this crime was far worse than any childish insolence. He had not broken a piece of furniture whilst play-fighting, or been light-fingered with the alderberry pie. Rather, he had fractured his relationship with his closest friend. And he had done it in the worst possible way.


  “He doesn’t suspect a thing, Cosmo,” Darnuir said meekly. “How did you find out? I thought no one knew what happened. Other than Eve and I, of course.”


  The hunter just gave another little shake of his head. “I watched over the three of you for your whole lives. I saw plainly that Balack was in love with Eve; you don’t think I could work out where Eve’s affections lay? Neither were particularly hard to spot.”


  “What good will come of telling him, Cosmo?” Darnuir asked. “I already feel the crack between us. Back in the marshes, he thanked me for being loyal to him, and I did not tell him the truth then. If I tell him now, that crack I feel will only break into a fissure that we can’t cross.”


  “I think he knows deep down,” Cosmo said. “But he isn’t willing to confront it and I doubt he ever will. He never told Eve how he felt, after all. Yet letting him maintain whatever delusion he has created for himself is not a kindness, Darnuir.”


  “But, if he is happier like this…”


  “It is not a question of happiness, but of right and wrong,” Cosmo snapped. “If you really want to build bridges between humanity and dragons, you must begin with this small step. Right this wrong.”


  “I can’t undo it,” Darnuir said. What does he want from me?


  “No, you cannot, but you can admit your error and learn from it,” Cosmo said. “Learn that just because you can do something, does not mean you should.”


  “He’ll hate me,” Darnuir said.


  “He’ll never forgive you if you do not tell him, and doubtless, it will reach him somehow.”


  “Are you threatening to tell him?”


  “No,” Cosmo assured him. “I would not do that to you. But do you not wrestle with it, Darnuir? Does it not trouble you?”


  “I’ve hated that it happened ever since it did,” Darnuir said. She was too close.


  “Then do it for your own sake, if nothing else,” Cosmo urged him. “You are a dragon. You might live for another century and you will have burdens beyond measure on you. By then Balack, myself and everyone you’ve ever known will be ground to dust. Will you still have the ghost of Eve haunt you then?”


  Darnuir groaned softly and his heart beat with the fear of the confronting Balack. He was resisting but he knew Cosmo had the right of it.


  “I’ve been running my whole life, Darnuir,” Cosmo continued, “and, strangely, it has gotten me nowhere. Only back to confronting the thing I flew from in the first place. Face your own demon now.”


  A crashing noise broke the solemnity of their conversion. Darnuir whipped his head up to the source of the commotion. Blaine’s fist lay clenched on the map and many of the wooden carvings lay scattered. Dozens of healers stopped in their search of bread and water to get a better glimpse of what was happening.


  “Move along,” Fidelm called out to them.


  “I should go,” Darnuir said.


  “Think on what I said,” Cosmo told him.


  “If you promise to think on my request as well?” Darnuir asked. Cosmo gave a noncommittal, silent nod then returned to his report.


  Darnuir sidled over to Blaine’s table. “Nothing is too amiss I hope?”


  “Blaine was expressing his frustration that it will take at least three weeks before my warriors are ready,” Fidelm said. “Meaning that—”


  “Meaning we will likely lose Inverdorn,” Blaine said bitterly. Darnuir was surprised. Inverdorn was a human city, why would Blaine care? The dragons, he realised. There were thousands trapped there.


  “How long can the city hold?” Darnuir asked. “Could we lift the siege?”


  “With only ten thousand of us, it would be a risk,” Blaine said.


  “More of your people are still coming,” Fidelm said. “My flyers report dragons are still trickling into Val’tarra.”


  “Trickling is the exact word,” Blaine said angrily. “Too many have brought their families with them. It is slowing them down.”


  “Can you blame them?” Darnuir asked.


  “Speed would have been our advantage,” Blaine said. “If all dragons had come as I expected then we could crush this army of Castallan’s.”


  “In the Boreacs, we faced terrible odds and still won,” Darnuir said. “Surely ten thousand dragons could defeat this army?”


  “We’re rusty,” Blaine said. “I don’t like admitting it but it’s true. A hundred years ago, there would have been no issue. But now… now we’ve been amongst humans for too long. It has made us soft and sluggish.”


  Darnuir let Blaine seethe quietly over the map and turned to Fidelm, who was a head taller than himself. “General, why will it take so long for your men to assemble?” Like the Prefect had done back at the forest’s edge, Fidelm looked to Blaine to check that Darnuir had really asked such an obvious question.


  I am not the dragon I once was, people need to keep that in mind. It struck him that he had just referred to himself as a dragon for the first time without consciously doing it.


  “My King is not as familiar with your people as he once was, Fidelm,” Blaine said.


  “Of course,” Fidelm said. “My kind do not live statically, Darnuir. Other than the Argent Tree, there is no permanent area of Val’tarra that we inhabit. Our people prefer to travel around our vast forest, never impacting upon an area for too long. This makes sending word around all our kind difficult, and also means we have no sure way of knowing where the bulk of our warriors will be at any given time.”


  “So three weeks is still only an estimate?” Darnuir said.


  “At best,” Blaine said. The Guardian seemed to rally himself, standing up and regaining his usual commanding air. “Fidelm, we shall have to go over this later. There are important matters I wish to discuss with Darnuir now.”


  Darnuir tried to mouth an apology to the Fairy General as Blaine swept passed them, grabbing him by the arm as he did so. He caught a look of amusement on Cosmo’s face as he wrestled free from Blaine’s grip. The Guardian marched swiftly on out of the tent. Darnuir followed him onto the grassy road and saw him stalking towards the Argent Tree.


  “Keep up Darnuir,” Blaine shouted over his shoulder, “and do not make eye contact with anybody. I don’t want any more distractions.”


  Chapter 22


  THE HALL OF MEMORIES


  DARNUIR RACED INTO the vast, hollowed interior of the Argent Tree in Blaine’s wake. A winding, railed path ascended hundreds of feet above, lit by thousands of wispy lanterns, hanging from thin beams of silver wood or mounted on brackets. Parchment stretched so thin, he could see right through to the flames the sheets covered, creating twinkling light in constant imitation of a clear night sky. Blaine was wasting no time and charged up the curved walkway. Corridors and rooms branched off the main path as they ascended, weaving carefully between passing fairies as they made the climb. Just over halfway up, Blaine suddenly veered off into one of the twisting corridors. It was significantly darker and it took a while for Darnuir’s eyes to adjust.


  “Blaine,” he said, half-blind. “Where are we going? What is so urgent?”


  “This is it, Darnuir,” Blaine said. “The Hall of Memories.”


  As his eyes adjusted, he found he could still see almost perfectly. Is this another trait of a dragon? Darnuir saw Blaine’s eyes in the darkness, faintly yellow like a mountain lynx, and assumed his own must appear similar. The long corridor sloped upwards at a gentle gradient, bending around the corner and out of sight, following the full length and curve of the Argent Tree. Upon the very walls, there were paintings, but unlike in his room, these images seemed to depict real things, not just patterns. There were no breaks in the paint. The entire hallway appeared to be one never-ending masterpiece. The illustrations closest to him appeared to be mountains, huge and snow-capped. He walked a little further into the corridor and found that there were ten of these mountains in total.


  “The Ten Principal Mountains of Tenalp,” Blaine said.


  “What is this place?” Darnuir asked.


  “A dedication to our world’s history, or what we know, or think we know, of it. Everything starts with those mountains, Darnuir.”


  “Not these gods of yours?”


  “They came later,” Blaine said. “Life had to come first. Here, see,” he pointed to what looked like a map of the world, except it did not look right. There seemed to be more of it and the land was all connected in one large ring. A great mountain stood in the area where Aurisha was now built. “This map shows how our world once was,” Blaine continued. “At some point, magic poured forth from the peaks of those great mountains, or at least we assume it did. This was the Cascade, and hence why we call magic Cascade energy. With the Cascade came life.” The next mural along depicted the Principal Mountains erupting, and a blue substance oozing down their edges. Cascade energy, Darnuir presumed. Further along, the artwork showed blossoming vegetation, rivers being carved out by the Cascade, then animals, then fairies and, finally, dragons. Darnuir paused at this point. The dragons portrayed were the mythical, scaled monsters of old; those fire-breathing beasts that were used to scare young children.


  “Fairies came first?” Darnuir asked.


  “We’ll never know for sure,” Blaine said. “But it is of little consequence. Let them think it.”


  “What about humans?” Darnuir said. “I don’t see them.”


  “Humans came later. Much later,” Blaine said, leading him further down the corridor. The lavish illustrations of the primordial world along the wall eventually gave way to mountains again. Yet this new depiction was more self-contained than the free-flowing sections prior to it. A snowstorm raged over jagged peaks against a blackened night sky. Dragons were perched on the rocky mountains outcrops, roaring and breathing their fire high into the night. Possibly hundreds were crammed into the image. Floating ethereally above them were three bright shapes, luminous and radiating light onto the scene below. Blaine paused at the centre of this magnificent painting and placed his hand delicately upon it. “What do you know of our history, Darnuir?” he asked.


  “Little,” Darnuir admitted. “We learned many things as hunters that most men would but history was not one of them.”


  “I’m not surprised,” Blaine said.


  “It’s not practical enough,” Darnuir said. “This is all very beautiful and interesting, Blaine, but what use is it for us now? Cassandra is more interested in this.”


  “What use you ask?” Blaine said. “Darnuir, to understand all of this is perhaps the most useful thing you could ever know.” Darnuir raised his eyebrows sceptically. “You are not just a hunter anymore; you are a dragon and a king. Moreover, you are one of the most powerful beings in the world, even if you do not yet feel it; and you will have greater foes to face than merely wolves, bears, demons or spectres.”


  “And knowing some history will prepare me for it?” Darnuir said.


  “It will lay a good foundation for your understanding,” Blaine said. “This scene before us now is known as the First Flight. Tiviar suggests it occurred some five thousand years before the Transformation but no one can be certain. Yet legend tells that it was when our race gathered as one for the first time and received our purpose.”


  “Our purpose,” Darnuir said, “meaning we are supposed to be doing something? Every dragon?”


  “To cast out the Shadow!” Blaine said passionately. “A task given to us by the gods themselves. Look, boy, and see them here.” Darnuir looked again at the three incandescent, floating beings.


  “They are just shapes of light,” Darnuir said. “They have no bodies.”


  Blaine half-laughed. “And why should the gods defame themselves to appear like us? They are not made of flesh and blood, Darnuir, they are gods, forces and far beyond our comprehension.”


  “Then what are these… shapes?” Darnuir asked, for that was all he could think of them as being.


  “Depictions, symbols, does it really matter what they look like?” Blaine said. “How will any of us ever know?”


  “But if you cannot be certain, why do you trust so much in them?” Darnuir asked, hoping to uncover the real reason behind Blaine’s peculiar devotion.


  “I have faith,” Blaine said simply. “But it is more than that, Darnuir. My blade holds in it a portion of their power; it can bring forth the very light that the Shadow fears.”


  “The Dragon’s Blade brings forth fire,” Darnuir said in rebuttal. “I saw Brackendon bring the roof of a building down and manipulate the air around him. I’ve seen Kymethra turn into an eagle and fly away. These things work by magic; why would your sword be any different?”


  Blaine stared long and hard at the images of his gods on the wall.


  “I do not expect you will ever believe or feel the way I do. You have grown up in a time and a place severed from the old ways. But you cannot deny me this, Darnuir. The Shadow is real, our enemy is real, and if the darkness exists then the Light must as well.”


  “Well when you phrase it like that, it is hard to disagree,” Darnuir said. “But dragons have not only fought against this ‘Shadow’ you speak of. Dragons also warred amongst themselves for centuries.”


  “If you are referring to the Black Dragons, they turned to serve the Shadow,” Blaine said. “That is why we fought them. They weren’t really dragons then.”


  “But their leader was Dranus, a dragon, not some Shadow God,” Darnuir said. “Our enemy now is Rectar.”


  “And what do you really know of either of them beyond the hearsay and the legends?” Blaine asked. Darnuir had little to say. Dranus’ name was used as a curse; he was an old enemy of the dragons, but he knew nothing more concrete in truth. Cassandra likely knows, he thought. She has delved into the past enough to please Blaine. Of Rectar, he knew only his name. Blaine smiled triumphantly at his lack of reply. “As I thought. No matter, it will still do you well to understand. It all starts with the First Flight,” Blaine said enthusiastically, casting a hand over the scene before them.


  Blaine directed Darnuir to look at the left most of the luminescent beings. Three stretched, elongated, and upside-down triangles emanated from some undefined centre where their pointed tips met.


  “Here is Dwna, the Light of Creation,” Blaine said. Next, he pointed to the middle god. A large sphere, halved lengthways, the upper half a bright yellow-gold, while the underside was scored and almost as dark as the night sky behind it. “This is Dwl’or, the Shades of Existence.” Blaine pointed to the third depiction. Three thick, bright lines spiralled out against the dark night sky. “And this is N’weer, The Infinite. The Gods of Light chose us as their champions, Darnuir. Some believe that Dwna helped shape us to be their weapon against the Shadow; I’d like to believe it myself. Regardless, we were chosen and so our people scoured this earth to root out the Shadow, in all its form.”


  Darnuir nodded along. We cannot have been very successful then. Blaine led him further down the hall, away from the First Flight.


  “Yet our kind could not reach all places in the world,” Blaine said. “We were too large, too cumbersome. Fierce and powerful we were, but what use is that if your enemy skulks in caves and under rocks?”


  The next scene Blaine stopped beside showed several golden dragons with their scaly heads bowed low before an equal number of fairies. The lead fairy was reaching out to place her hand on the snout of the dragon in front of her.


  “This is why our friendship with the fairies began. They lived in the lower regions of the world and could help track our enemies, and this great purge became the Second Flight. The fairies tell that it happened three thousand years before the Transformation. In exchange for their help, we flew the fairies up to the highest peaks of Tenalp, where the Cascade flowed fast. In those days, the fairies were eager to harvest as much energy as possible.”


  A variety of images followed: fairies riding on the backs of dragons; fairies gathering the raw Cascade energy; fairies performing wondrous displays of magic; and even fairies being stalked and attacked by strange grey-skinned creatures.


  “What are they?” Darnuir asked, pointing at the odd creatures.


  “Those are frost trolls,” Blaine said.


  “They’re real?” Darnuir said in shock. Is nothing in this world the way I was brought up to believe?


  “I have seen some,” Blaine said. “Though they stick well to the Highlands, as they have always done.”


  “Why are they killing the fairies?” Darnuir said.


  “Perhaps they wanted the magical power for themselves? Perhaps they thought the fairies made good sport. For centuries, the fairies went north to gather the Cascade and, for centuries, the frost trolls hunted them. There is a terrible amount of bad blood between them.”


  “Even now?” Darnuir asked.


  “Even now,” Blaine said. “Though, as I said, the trolls keep well to the north and to themselves. Don’t trouble yourself with them.”


  “Well then what is necessary for me to know? What is the important part?”


  “It is all important,” Blaine scowled, “but we are pressed for time. There are a couple more things you ought to know before we proceed.”


  Proceed? The word had an ominous ring.


  The Guardian strode off suddenly, passing a great deal of the painted wall. “Much of what happened between the Flights is inconsequential,” Blaine said. “What you must know is what happened immediately after the Third Flight.”


  Blaine slowed down as they passed an extended scene of what appeared to be smiths at their forges. However, the smiths were not alone. Fairies mingled amongst them, symbols of the gods were frequent, and the forges were being filled with a strange variety of ingredients. At the end of this segment, three swords were shown in glorious detail. Darnuir recognised the Dragon’s Blade and the Guardian’s Blade, but not the third. It was simply designed by comparison. A plain hilt and cross guard of thick, glinting steel and a woven cloth grip in black and gold. The same queer metal comprised the blade itself but it contained only an etched groove and nothing more.


  “The forging of the Three Blades,” Blaine announced, as though to a great audience. “The Dragon’s Blade, the Guardian’s Blade and the Champion’s Blade. Forged in the aftermath of the Third Flight two and a half thousand years ago; using the very talons of Aurisha himself.”


  “What, from his claw?” Darnuir sniggered. “They are swords, not bones.”


  “They are a mixture of his talons, starium stone and steel,” Blaine said. “So far as I am aware, they are indestructible.”


  “So this all happened before the dragons transformed?” Darnuir asked. “It seems strange that the dragons should forge swords when they had no need of them in their bestial form, yet if Aurisha was not still a true dragon, how could they have used his talons?”


  “The Transformation occurred shortly before the Third Flight,” Blaine said. “With the aid of the fairies, dragons took the shape of humans, who were still rather primitive at the time. We did this so we could fight the Shadow in all places without the assistance of the fairies. Aurisha was one of the last dragons that had the power to transform at will. His scales were a deep red, much like the head upon the Dragon’s Blade is. Back there, you can find the depiction of his fight against the traitor, Dranus.”


  Darnuir trotted back out of interest. He found the scene easily enough. Two dragons were locked in horrific combat. One had scales in dark ox-blood red, much like the hilt of Dragon’s Blade. The other was a mismatch of scales of bright gold and black, yet something about the patches of black reminded Darnuir greatly of Brackendon’s mutilated hand. It was as if this golden dragon had been scarred by magic. This must have been Dranus. A hundred more questions entered his mind but he wanted Blaine to reach the point of all this. He returned to Blaine, still stood at the scene of the forging of the Three Blades.


  “So this third blade,” Darnuir said. “This Champion’s Blade. Where is it?”


  “Ah!” Blaine exclaimed. “Now that is the question. The Champion’s Blade is rather different from our own. It will only be found by those most worthy.”


  “And what does that mean?” Darnuir said, beginning to feel frustrated.


  “If I knew that, Darnuir, I might have found it myself.”


  “So you searched for it?”


  “In vain,” Blaine said. “I sought it for many long years, not for its own sake, I stress, but to confirm a theory. Had I found it then perhaps things would have turned out differently. Alas, I fear that my theory is true and our foe wields a power in this world as great as our own; perhaps even stronger.”


  “You think Rectar has it?” Darnuir asked incredulously. Blaine nodded. “But surely he is not ‘worthy’,” Darnuir said. “You said he is of the Shadow.”


  “It is only a theory,” Blaine said. “The Champion’s Blade has only appeared once, so far as we can be sure. It may still be out there somewhere and not be a part of all of this.”


  “When did it appear before?” Darnuir asked.


  “I could tell you,” Blaine said. “But I’d rather show you.” He took out the Guardian’s Blade and pressed against one of the dazzling white gems embedded in its grip. The gemstone came free of the sword and he held it out in his palm. “Within these stones lie memories of Guardians who came before me. Each Guardian may add to them but only so many memories can be held. It is a difficult task to decide which memories should stay and which should go.”


  “And there is a memory about the Champion’s Blade in there?” Darnuir asked.


  “About the Second War between dragons and humans specifically, seven hundred years ago. I could walk you up this hallway and point out the First War between our races but it would be to no profit. It was the Second War when the Champion’s Blade appeared for the first and possibly only time,” Blaine said. “Those rubies in your sword hold memories as well.”


  “My dreams!” Darnuir thought aloud, and suddenly, his disturbed sleep of the past months made sense. “Blaine, I think they have been influencing me somehow.”


  “I concur, but for memories in the gems to affect you in such a way, especially to the point of influencing your behaviour, which I suspect is also occurring, is something unprecedented. Hopefully, by delving into those memories, we can stop the symptoms.”


  “Sometimes I feel as though I am having thoughts that are not quite my own,” Darnuir said. “Yet they are still recognisably me, of my voice, does that make sense?”


  “Somewhat,” Blaine said. “It appears to me that your old self put in so much of himself in those rubies that his memories are literally spilling out and into you.”


  “Do you have similar problems?” Darnuir asked. “With the memories in your gems, I mean?”


  “No. There is not enough from any single Guardian to seriously influence me,” Blaine said. “The King who wields the Dragon’s Blade is the only one who may place memories inside its gems, and they wipe clean with each succession. Your case is, however, a unique one…”


  “So shortly before he died, the old me placed a lot of his memories into the rubies?”


  “That is what I believe,” Blaine said.


  “Well that might explain my dreams,” Darnuir said. “They worry me. I feel like I might have done something terrible.”


  “We will soon know and, with some luck, the memories of your past life might help you remember what it is to be a dragon. To truly fight like us; to be one of us.”


  “You certainly made a fool of me earlier today,” Darnuir said.


  “You did well in truth, considering you are not used to utilising your full potential, and your lack of practice with the Blade.”


  “Thank you, I suppose,” Darnuir said. It was perhaps the first time Blaine had said something bordering on complimentary.


  “You can thank me once you are strong again,” Blaine said. “However, I’m afraid we do not have the luxury of time. The war will not wait for us to prepare and so you must be ready.”


  “Then let us do it!” Darnuir said, drawing the Dragon’s Blade. He gently pressed on one of the rubies, then the other, popping them out of their sockets. They were a great weight in his hand; as heavy as the Dragon’s Blade once felt to him.


  “How does it feel?” Blaine asked.


  “Heavy,” said Darnuir. “Heavier than any stones their size should be.” His head began to pound again, more acutely and painfully than ever. He winced. “What magic is this?”


  “It is not magic but memory,” Blaine said.


  “I was not aware that memories had a weight,” Darnuir said.


  “Oh but Darnuir, memory is the heaviest of all things,” Blaine began solemnly. “Even the strongest shoulders will be hunched by it in time. Nothing weighs upon us more, nor for longer, than memory.”


  Darnuir’s thoughts wondered once more to that chilled room briefly bathed in moonlight. She was too close. His expression must have betrayed him.


  “I see something weighs on you,” Blaine said. “It would seem something or perhaps many things lay heavy upon your old self as well.”


  “You have lived longer than any of us,” Darnuir said. “How do you cope?”


  Pensively, Blaine played with one of his white jewels, holding it up between his thumb and forefinger. “Some of the weightiest I hide away,” he said, “and some of the lightest and joyous, I place in here as well. But those are just for me.” He ended on a smile.


  Was that an attempt at humour?


  Either way, it was a tender moment, which smoothed some of the roughness away from the old dragon.


  “Show me how to see,” Darnuir asked, holding out the rubies. Blaine closed his hand around Darnuir’s. The jewels were now in their joint grasp. Darnuir saw Blaine’s face twitch as he let out a sudden gasp.


  “Have you been carrying this the entire time?” Blaine said, almost in awe.


  “It’s not as severe placed inside the sword, but yes,” Darnuir said.


  Blaine drew in a long, shuddering breath through gritted teeth. “Then I’m sorry I did not do this sooner. Let us place some of our burden upon each other. I have carried my own for far too long.”


  Chapter 23


  THE MURKY PAST


  “WE’LL ENTER THE memory I have stored first,” Blaine said. “It is important you see it.”


  “Do I need to do anything?” Darnuir asked. He considered that the two of them must look rather strange, hands clasped in the dim light of the Hall of Memories.


  “Nothing for now,” Blaine said. “Just brace yourself.”


  Brace myself? I wonder what he means by—


  Something yanked at his conscious, dragging him away. His vision left the real world behind. Blaine and the painted walls vanished and a swirling spectrum of colours raced before him. He lost control of his body, because he had no body, he was just some flying thought through an infinite blur. Then his vision began to sharpen. Tall grass and bright fauna loomed above gloomy pools and mossy ground. Is this the Cairlav Marshes? It certainly looked like it. As the sky came into focus, the recognisable granite-grey clouds confirmed his suspicions. Figures began to form on the ground. Hundreds of hardened warriors wearing riveted plates of gold with a strange symbol on their shields: Light Bearers. Clearly, they were dragons, which made sense. Blaine said this was the memory of an old guardian.


  “Darnuir?”


  He heard Blaine’s voice but could not tell where it came from. He tried to turn but found he couldn’t move.


  “Darnuir?” Blaine called again. “You won’t be able to move but just answer me.”


  “Hello,” Darnuir said, feeling ever foolish around the Guardian. “This is disconcerting.”


  “You’ll get used to it,” Blaine said. “We are both inside the memory of my predecessor, the Guardian, Norbanus. We are not physically here so we are only communicating via thought.”


  “Will we get our bodies back?”


  “No, but we will be in a body,” Blaine said. “Remember, we aren’t really here, Darnuir. We are in Norbanus’ memory, so we are seeing things from his perspective.”


  “You mean we are in his mind?” Darnuir said, or rather he thought, feeling thoroughly nauseated by the sensation.


  “Yes and no,” Blaine said. “We are witnessing events from his eyes, as he saw it; however, we cannot hear his thoughts as we are not him. Were this your own memory, Darnuir, then you would experience it in full.”


  “So we will just be watching?” Darnuir asked.


  “We will watch and learn,” Blaine said.


  Typical, always holding back.


  “I heard that, boy,” Blaine said. “Remember, we are communicating through thought. Keep quiet if you want to keep things secret.” Darnuir restrained himself from his next choice thought. The silence seemed to amuse Blaine. “Just focus on events here. If I recall, there should be a messenger coming out of the grass right about now.”


  The tall grass in front of them rustled and parted just as predicted. A Light Bearer came into view.


  “The humans are advancing, Lord Guardian,” the dragon from the grass said, sounding unsure of his own words. “Legate Varus has led his legion against the enemy.”


  “Varus is an arrogant fool for going alone. Still, the humans are unwise to act so boldly, even with their newfound ally. Signal the rest of our forces to move into position.” The voice felt like it came from Darnuir, and so he assumed it to be Norbanus. Their host’s voice was a lot like Blaine’s; deep, assured, measured, and tinged with an air of superiority.


  “As you command, Lord Guardian,” the Light Bearer said. The dragon moved off out of sight but shortly after, there was a cry of annoyance, and Norbanus turned to examine the commotion. The Light Bearer he had just sent off had gotten his foot stuck in a thick patch of mud. Other dragons nearby moved to help free him, taking care not to misstep themselves.


  “Be careful here,” Norbanus said. “That goes for all of you.”


  “They should have known this was a mistake,” Blaine said.


  “Why? What—”


  “Quiet, or you will miss it,” Blaine hissed.


  “Light Bearers!” Norbanus cried. He was met with a resounding cheer. “Today, we end the human menace. Like these bogs, they shall rot here forever more. With me!” Another wave of cheering roared throughout the Light Bearers. Norbanus strode forwards, the Guardian’s Blade in hand, cutting swathes through the long grass.


  “We can speak again,” Blaine said.


  “You said this was during the Second War?” Darnuir asked.


  “Correct.”


  “Then this must be the Battle of the Bogs?”


  “Ah,” Blaine said sounding pleased. “So you do know something?”


  “Every human knows of that battle.”


  “I don’t doubt,” Blaine said. “What do you know of it then?”


  “Little in truth. Only that the dragons lost and that it was this Prince Dronithir who led humanity to victory,” Darnuir said.


  “Were it only that,” Blaine said solemnly. “It was a disaster, a crushing and humiliating defeat. You heard Norbanus call the Legate Varus a fool? Well, I am afraid my predecessor was no better for allowing the battle to occur here.”


  Norbanus and his Light Bearers continued to cut through the tall grass. Green sprays of foliage mingled with the bright fauna flew around them. Several of his companions fell behind, presumably caught in some watery trap. Norbanus continued on with a single-mindedness.


  “This seems a terrible place for a battle,” Darnuir said.


  “Depends which side you are on,” Blaine said.


  “Small bands of hunters, lightly equipped and with knowledge of the land might be able to make use of it, but these dragons, in their armour—”


  “Should never have fought here, I quite agree,” Blaine said.


  “So why did they?” Darnuir asked. “I doubt you would ever make such a blunder.”


  “Not such an obvious one at least,” Blaine said. “Still, the Guardian is not supposed to lead armies. That is the job of the King. He was in a similar position to ourselves, in a way. Drakon the Fourth was King in those days, but he was old and could no longer enter battle. He sent his son, Dronithir, west to secure a beachhead, and the Prince went gladly, eager to subdue the barbarous humans.”


  “But Dronithir turned against the dragons,” Darnuir said.


  “Yes and saved humanity in doing so,” Blaine said. “Dronithir was young and unbloodied when he came west. He landed his forces near where the Bastion now stands and carved out some territory with ease. All he had to do was await the main invasion force, but the brash, young prince did not sit idle. He decided he would conquer as much of the Southern Dales as he could before the full power of the dragons arrived. Humanity had bowed before his might, he thought; humanity was meek and disorganised. He did not stop to consider his own limits.”


  “It sounds like he thought of the war as a game or sport?” Darnuir said.


  “History has remembered him kindly,” Blaine said. “The humans see him as a hero, yet were it not for the compassion of one woman, he might never have changed. The tale goes that Dronithir was ambushed by hunters and nearly slain. He was saved by owe of their own healers, the woman I mentioned. Her name was Elsha. I have often wondered whether she and her fellow healers knew who he was. Did they heal him in the hope that he would turn against his own people? It seems desperate at best. Did they believe that his father, Drakon, or perhaps Norbanus would be dissuaded from the war if they held the Prince hostage? Alas, such things have been lost to time.”


  “Perhaps they saved him out of kindness,” Darnuir suggested.


  Blaine answered him with silence and so Darnuir refocused on the memory before him.


  The endless grass finally abated as Norbanus emerged out onto the main field of battle. Long grass was absent in this area of the morass but the boggy ground was creating chaos for the dragons. They struggled to form ranks properly in the quagmire, the broken land causing holes to appear in their formations. Norbanus rushed to the head of the troops, their half-formed ranks parting to allow him to pass. He then had an unimpeded view of the unfolding battle.


  Ahead, the human army had arranged itself in dense spear formations, as if imitating the long grass of the marshes, and were advancing like creeping thorn bushes against a group of dragons who had already engaged them. The humans had placed themselves expertly on solid ground with many pools littered on either side. The effect was that the dragons were pushed into a choke point. A howling wind brought the clamour of battle along with it, buffeting the dragons, who were forced to try and march against it. Norbanus’ eyes quickly took in the entirety of the scene. It was rapidly deteriorating.


  More dragons charged forward to join the fray, seemingly without instruction, and were greeted with a hail of arrows from behind the dense spear walls. The treacherous ground caught many of the advancing dragons, pinning them in place or causing them to stumble and fall.


  “Forward!” Norbanus cried, and all near charged with him.


  “This is foolish,” Darnuir said. “Couldn’t he see what was happening?”


  “Chaos is the greatest enemy of the commander,” Blaine said. “Too many had already committed themselves forward. Dragons fell prey to hubris on this day. In nearly all previous battles with humans, a ferocious charge was enough to break them.”


  Norbanus’ great charge was slowing considerably with each step. They caught up with the dragons ahead and so had no more room to gain pace. Arrows continued to fall and the collapsing bodies created further obstacles. Soon dragons began running in the opposite direction. Areas of the front must have broken, for what began as a trickle soon became a torrent of fleeing dragons. The chaos was then complete.


  Those charging forwards collided with those retreating, unable to alter their directions quickly enough on the crammed, slippery killing fields. Norbanus bellowed orders but none heeded him. Only his Light Bearers seemed to navigate the sea of bodies, some even knocking their fellow dragons aside with their large shields to keep going. At last, they reached the front.


  Spears jutted out and in, spraying blood, bone and limb as they grinded forwards like the devouring jaws of some vast monster. The humans were lightly garbed in padded leather jerkins or chainmail. The jerkins were not of hunter design, although Darnuir could clearly make out some hunters within their ranks. At the centre of the human lines was another compact group of fighters, only these wore plated armour and carried shields and swords. At their head was a figure in magnificent golden armour. A dragon appeared draped over the pauldrons, its head resting on the man’s right shoulder and its tail curled up on the left. Light brown hair flew around his face, obscuring it as he fought. In his hand, he held a sword wrought of grainy gold metal. Its hilt and cross guard was of plain steel and Darnuir was certain that the grip, though covered by Dronithir’s hand, would be woven black and gold cloth.


  “The Champion’s Blade!” Darnuir announced unnecessarily.


  “Indeed,” Blaine said. Somehow, Darnuir could still hear him perfectly, despite the din of the battle.


  “But how did he find it?” Darnuir asked.


  “Pay close attention and we shall discuss it afterwards,” Blaine instructed.


  “Norbanus!” Dronithir bellowed. “You murderer, you craven zealous worm!” The Guardian strode forwards in answer to the challenge.


  “Prince Dronithir,” Norbanus called. “You have erred greatly but your corruption can be cleansed. Give up this foolishness and let me purge the Shadow from you.” The Guardian stayed quite still as he reproached the Prince but his sword was drawn. Darnuir could see the Guardian’s Blade resting down at the edge of his vision.


  “The only evil here is you Norbanus,” Dronithir cried. “You and my father. How long have you whispered in his ear for this? How long have you desired to cut humanity’s throat and watch the loch run red?” Dronithir approached Norbanus in a fury that Darnuir had never seen. He might have been handsome but rage had contorted his features, igniting a savagery in his eyes. His cheeks and chin were hidden beneath thick stubble.


  Norbanus seemed unperturbed by the advance. “You even look like one of them now; your father will be ashamed.” The Guardian’s voice bore only disappointment. “The humans have fought well but they will break when they see you fall.”


  “And your Light Bearers will lose faith when they see you lying in the marsh,” Dronithir snarled.


  As the two dragons clashed on the moss-covered earth, those loyal on both sides smashed together in a melee around them. Neither side attempted a shield wall, nor any strategy other than raw ferocity. Such was its intensity that the entire battle now seemed hinged on this skirmish, and it in turn depended upon the outcome of the duel raging at its heart.


  Darnuir wished he could hear what Norbanus was thinking. The Guardian’s initial confidence had followed through in his early steps, treating Dronithir as though he were some novice, but a few slips here and there seemed to make Norbanus less sure. He was quickly on the defensive, parrying and dodging, rather than taking the initiative. The speed of the fight was tremendous and might have been sickening had Darnuir not gained his own small measure of experience. Dronithir was brilliant. His every move seemed perfectly aimed and compensated for the terrain, yet no warrior is flawless, and eventually Norbanus found an opening. The Guardian took his opportunity and took a swipe at Dronithir’s neck.


  “N’weer save you!” Norbanus screamed, but his blow met only air. Dronithir had vanished, momentarily invisible to Norbanus’ eyes, then there was a flashing fist, and Norbanus must have been taken clean off his feet. Darnuir lost sight of the battle, looking up to the sky. Norbanus’ eyelids quivered lightly. Dronithir stepped over the Guardian and brought his foot down somewhere to the right.


  “He disarmed Norbanus?” Darnuir asked.


  “It would appear so”’ Blaine said. “My weapon does not fly back to my hand like yours.”


  Norbanus grasped for his weapon but Dronithir kicked out hard once more. The Guardian’s arm remained pinned under Dronithir’s booted foot but his free hand lurched over to fumble at the ankle of his attacker. Norbanus’ movements seemed sluggish, even clumsy, compared to only a few moments ago. The Prince grabbed Norbanus’ flailing hand and hoisted him into a crouch. A backhanded blow swept before Norbanus’ vision and suddenly he was face-down in the muck and water.


  Darnuir felt that one strike, no matter how powerful, should not be able to remove the Guardian from the fight. “That cannot be the end of it,” he said to Blaine


  “At first, they fought as equals,” Blaine said, “but then Norbanus lost his blade. Dronithir’s blow must have felt like it had all the strength of the gods behind it.”


  “It’s over!” yelled the towering Dronithir. The Prince left Norbanus’ vision as the Guardian attempted to rise to his feet. His movements were unsteady and he tripped once as he tried to stand. He must have opted to rest on his knees after that, for he seemed to have shrunk to half his original height as he looked around him. The Light Bearers had all thrown down their weapons, some wailing in anguish at the sight of their fallen Lord. Dronithir’s men began collecting the swords of the surrendering Light Bearers and the human troops swarmed forwards. Spears on every side quickly surrounded Norbanus. As the Guardian hung his head, the scene began to dissolve.


  Darnuir felt the familiar sensation that ended his dreams as he was tugged away, his conscious flying through a void of nothingness until his real eyes snapped open again and he found himself back in the Hall of Memories.


  “Don’t drop the rubies!” Blaine warned as their hands parted. Darnuir kept a firm grasp on them as he took a step back and leaned gently on the wall for support. “Careful, Darnuir,” Blaine snapped. “You will ruin the paint.”


  Darnuir stepped away, feeling steadier. “So if the Battle of the Bogs ended the Second War, what became of Norbanus and Dronithir?”


  “Much remains unknown,” Blaine said. “Dronithir eventually became King, but as the rubies empty themselves with each new succession, we have no access to his own memories. His own accounts are clearly biased and mostly focus on his hatred for Norbanus and our very gods by extension.”


  Darnuir sensed a conflict within Blaine’s tone. “He might have scorned your religion, Blaine, but you cannot deny he found the sword. He must have been ‘worthy’ or do your gods not have the strength to defend themselves?”


  “Even empowered with the Champion’s Blade, I doubt the gods thought of him any more as you or I might consider a bug underfoot,” Blaine said. “Yet he did find the blade and, as you saw, it granted him enough power to equal Norbanus.”


  “He bested him,” Darnuir noted. “Maybe the Champion’s Blade grants even more power?”


  “That is a possibility,” Blaine said, “but it is impossible to tell from the memory alone. Dronithir was a capable warrior and he had time to get used to the sword before the duel.”


  Darnuir fumbled with the rubies in his hand. He winced as the pounding headache returned with a renewed vigour. I hope this is all leading to a point, he thought, glad to have his mind to himself again.


  “So you seek to find the Blade?” he asked. “And then with the extra power, we can defeat the demons.”


  “Were it so simple,” Blaine sighed. “My many years of fruitless searching lead me to conclude that the legends surrounding the blade are true. One must be worthy in order to discover it. It is said that Dronithir virtually stumbled upon it, embedded within rock where the town of Farlen is now built.”


  “The monument…” Darnuir said in quiet acknowledgement.


  “I travelled there first during my exile,” Blaine said, “but nothing indicates anything special about the place. Perhaps the evidence has been lost in time as well; it has been seven hundred years after all, yet surely the rock that held the Champion’s Blade would have been preserved. Those mountains were inhabited since fairies began collecting Cascade energy; I find it hard to believe that no one would have come across it. I fear the Champion’s Blade will only appear to its chosen master.”


  “But what made him worthy?” Darnuir said. Something did not seem to add up. “It cannot be simply for defending humanity. Arguably, I did the same thing at Torridon, and still the Champion’s Blade has not appeared.”


  “I agree,” Blaine said, gently touching the depiction of the third blade upon the wall. “There must be something else to the tale.”


  “Dronithir called Norbanus a murderer,” Darnuir said, “and you mentioned there was a healer, erm, Elsha, who nursed Dronithir back to health after he was wounded? Would it be a stretch to assume Norbanus killed her?”


  “That is what happened,” Blaine said. “At some point during the war, Elsha was captured and Norbanus demanded Dronithir return to the dragons.”


  “Dronithir loved her,” Darnuir said. It was a statement of fact. He had seen it in the ancient prince’s eyes. A passion and a hurt that he recalled seeing in Balack on that bloody night, with Eve’s body within arm’s reach. Eve, who had been too close. It wasn’t so long ago, had it really only been a couple of months? So much has changed.


  “He did, or at least he claimed to,” Blaine said.


  Darnuir shook his head to clear it. “Why did Norbanus kill her? Doing that only gave Dronithir more reason to fight him.”


  “Norbanus believed, as many did back then, that humanity was the chosen race of the Shadow; just as dragons are the chosen race of the Light. Likely as not, he thought that Elsha had corrupted the dragon Prince.” Blaine snorted loudly at the thought. “Well, she corrupted him enough I suppose. Norbanus was wrong to act the way he did of course.”


  “And how is this all connected to Rectar?” Darnuir asked. “How does this help us?”


  “He was not always Rectar,” Blaine said, a deep resonating sadness in his voice. “Once, he was a dragon; once, he was known as Kroener and once, he was no different than you or I. He might even have been my successor. Yet, like Dronithir, he too went to war when he was young and, like him, he did not return the same.”


  “And here I am now,” Darnuir said, “young and off to war.”


  Blaine tried a strained smile that was more of a grimace. “The more I look back, the more I consider it, the more I see the patterns repeating. History throws it up if you look closely; working in cycles, an infinite cycle, just like N’weer, repeating and rejuvenating.” Blaine stepped intently towards Darnuir, looking into him as though searching for some profound truth. Darnuir instinctively edged back, wary of the Guardian. “You were blessed by him, Darnuir. You were revived and born anew.”


  “It was Brackendon, not a god, who did this to me,” Darnuir told him. “And if Rectar truly has the sword then how can your gods be real? How could the Blade be found by one so evil?”


  “Perhaps he found the sword and was later corrupted by the Shadow?” Blaine proffered. “Perhaps I am wrong and there is some other explanation. We dragons have continually been our own worst enemy. The Black Dragons fell to the Shadow long ago and we fought them for millennia. Norbanus was the very worst of my order: zealous to the point of blindness. He was a fool to think that humanity was the chosen race of the Shadow, as we are the champions of the Light; but humans do not dominate this world. We do.”


  Darnuir felt uneasy about this rhetoric of superiority; looking down on the very people who raised, loved and saved him. Darnuir could not help feeling it was plainly flawed. “Dragons don’t dominate anymore, Blaine.”


  “We have only ourselves to blame,” Blaine retorted. “Our position is our own fault. Not humanities, not the fairies, not even the wretched demons. It is ours, and largely mine, but no more.”


  “Then tell me what happened, Blaine!” Darnuir urged the aged dragon. “Tell me everything.” He gazed back at Blaine, attempting to match the intensity with which the Guardian was scrutinising him. For all of Blaine’s outward show of strength and resilience, there was a sadness there. In the half-light of the dim hallway, Darnuir saw something similar to Cosmo’s grief, etched subtlety but deeply in his features, smoothed with time.


  “Before we delve into my past, we should unlock your own,” Blaine told him. He held out his hand for Darnuir to take.


  Darnuir still had the ruby in his grasp. He reached out to take Blaine’s hand and his pounding head seemed to quicken in anticipation.


  “Don’t resist it,” Blaine said. “Let the memories in.”


  “The last time I did that, I lost control of myself completely,” Darnuir said warily.


  “Do as I tell you, boy,” Blaine said, a little tired. “If it works, you won’t lose control, but nor will I be able to speak to you. As it is your own memory, well your old self’s memory, you will experience it exactly as you felt it back then.”


  “Erm, right,” Darnuir said, completely confused.


  “It feels like a dream when I look back on my own memories,” Blaine said. “Only more real. You will feel everything you felt, think everything you thought at the time.”


  “Will you be there as well?” Darnuir asked. “Like before?”


  “I will be there but only as an observer, as we were with Norbanus. I won’t be able to communicate with you.”


  “I see…” Darnuir said, still apprehensive. Yet there was no way to avoid it and he needed answers for his own sake. He let go.


  Darnuir felt himself being sucked down through the blur of racing colour, leaving the real world behind once more. This time, as his vision cleared, the man with the arced hair materialised fully before him. His hair and stubble were jet-black and his robes a deep purple. Silver irises marked him as a wizard. It was the familiar scene from his dreams but now it seemed real, as though he was truly there. Castallan sat before him, his face shadowed in the darkness of the room. Weak light shone from three flickering lanterns, the one small window behind the wizard was covered by thick drapes. In this dank room, it seemed nothing else mattered in the world but Darnuir and Castallan. They sat upon low, crooked stools, Castallan leaning forward expectantly while Darnuir kept his posture rigid and his arms tightly folded. The dimness of the scene only heightened the sense of secrecy, which Darnuir felt with a peculiar sensitivity. He wasn’t simply watching the memory, he was living it.


  “The war does not fare well in the east then?” Castallan said knowingly.


  Darnuir arched an eyebrow at the wizard. “What makes you say that? You know that we pushed the demons back all along the Crucidal Road. The Forsaken City may even fall within the year.”


  “But you do not really believe that, do you?” Castallan smiled. “When has Rectar ever allowed such easy victories?”


  “Perhaps he has not allowed it?” Darnuir said. “It might be that we are winning the war.”


  Castallan shook his head a little. The wizard almost seemed disheartened. “Come now, Darnuir,” he said with whispered urgency, “you would not be here if you truly felt that. Victories should be hard won and the demons have simply melted before you of late. It almost seems lazy of Rectar to not even feign a realistic retreat.”


  “You seem sure of this,” Darnuir said.


  “As sure as I was about the enemy’s latest manoeuvrings,” Castallan said. “And it was that information that allowed your last great ‘victory’.”


  Is he finally going to reveal his secret? The wizard’s predictions of where the demons would emerge was too accurate. Some magic is at work but why does he guard his method? Darnuir remained silent, hoping Castallan would continue on naturally. It seemed to work. The wizard seemed unsure when his grand statement continued to go unanswered.


  “Darnuir, I believe that I can help end this war,” he said, quick and quiet, as though sharing some childish intrigue.


  “If so, why not share this with the Conclave?” Darnuir asked pointedly.


  “The Conclave would not be quite so understanding,” Castallan said. “They would consider my position too dangerous; Brackendon would especially speak out against me to the Archmage.”


  “Then perhaps it is too risky,” Darnuir said. “I won’t pretend to know the ways of your Order but if what you practice is not worth bringing before the Conclave then I ought to have no part in it.”


  “It is not what I do so much as whom I speak to,” Castallan said furtively. Darnuir remained silent again, waiting for the great reveal. “Darnuir,” Castallan whispered, leaning even closer, “the enemy has chosen to contact me.”


  “Rectar speaks to you?” Darnuir said suspiciously. The idea of it was unnerving and extremely dangerous. On that, the wizard was quite right.


  “Not directly,” Castallan admitted, “but there are thoughts, images, and sometimes a spectre Lord. I reached out once with the Scrying Orbs, I casted my mind to Kar’drun and he found me there.”


  “Well you are right,” Darnuir said. “The Conclave would deem this insanity.”


  “But there are things we must know, Darnuir,” Castallan urged. “His power seems infinite. How does he process so much of it?”


  “And what do you know?” Darnuir demanded. “Have you learned of our impending doom? Is this why you are so certain we stand on the brink of defeat?”


  “Yes,” Castallan said bluntly. “I have seen his armies. Fresh and vast, massing beneath the mountain.”


  “And why would he show you all of this?” Darnuir asked.


  “He wants me to work against the Three Races,” Castallan said. “To be his agent amongst the Conclave and your own councils.”


  “I hope you did not agree to serve him?”


  “I did agree,” Castallan said. “I saw an opportunity.”


  “To die?” Darnuir asked.


  “To offer us insight; to win the war, my Lord Prince.”


  “This consorting with the enemy is to dabble with our own defeat,” Darnuir said. However, he remained where he was. This knowledge placed him in a difficult position. If Darnuir left now, he would have no choice but to inform the Conclave, and yet there was a chance here. Even if it were a slim one. “Do you think you are capable of pulling off this double-agency?”


  “I have so far, have I not?” the wizard said.


  “And what else do you anticipate to learn?” Darnuir asked. “And why me? What is it you want from me? By telling me this, you are gambling everything.”


  “Because I do not think you will let this opportunity pass by, my Lord,” Castallan said. “We are not so different, you and I.”


  Darnuir remained stone-faced and silent as an answer to that impertinent comment.


  “You seek answers as well, why else would you have come to the Conclave?” Castallan asked. “And you wish to save your people any further hardship, as do I. You must realise that this fight cannot be won through swords alone. The enemy showed me something by accident, I think. Something I was not supposed to see. If I can replicate it then my magical solution will create soldiers of incredible power to aid us.”


  The wizard had that much right at least. Something radical was required to bring this war to a conclusion. “My people have bled enough,” Darnuir agreed. “What is it that you want from me?”


  “I shall require gold and lots of it,” Castallan said.


  “And what will you need that for?” Darnuir asked. It was a curious request.


  “To find sufficient ‘volunteers’. Do you really want to know the details?”


  “No,” Darnuir said without hesitation. “What you do with humans is no concern of mine but I must insist you refrain from approaching my own people.”


  “Of course, my Lord,” Castallan said, a little nervously. “In any case, I do not think dragons would be as suitable. All I need from you is gold and a safe environment to work. With that, and enough time, I will find the answer for you, for us!”


  “You are sure?” Darnuir asked him in a considered tone. “I seek answers,” he reminded the man, “not more questions.”


  “I am, though it will take a deal of secrecy to work without interruption or suspicion. Few are as open-minded or understanding as you, Darnuir.”


  “Few share my passion to preserve my race,” Darnuir said. “Even my father lacks that most basic instinct of survival. I feel he has resigned himself.”


  “We shall turn the tide,” the wizard assured him.


  “I hope so, Castallan.”


  As the memory ended, it began to unravel just like it did in his dreams. Darnuir anticipated the familiar flying sensation that would return him to reality, however, this time was different. The blur was not simply of flashing colour but of other memories. Scenes of battle, of council and of quiet seething whipped before him. Emotions and feelings flooded him as well: anger, frustration, desperation. He saw the Dragon’s Blade being lifted high above him, out of reach – oh, how he longed for it. Not for its own sake, he told himself, but in order to act, to fight, to do what was necessary. He saw and felt years of training and battle in mere seconds. The information was overpowering. It violently filled his mind like an avalanche might fill a valley. Before long, he found it hard to tell which memories were his own and which came from the rubies. Everything was vying for attention and it felt as though he had two minds: one old, one new, colliding and chafing against each other.


  He felt pain. Greater than anything he had ever experienced before. A memory came to him of a shattered shoulder, a gouged side, and all the pain of it did not come close to the agony he felt now. His very being was ablaze and some menacing part of him seemed to roar savagely: bestial and hateful. How long it lasted for, Darnuir could not say. Seconds, minutes, hours, even days might have passed in the world and he would have been stuck in this vortex of memory. Trapped between two lives.


  Then, in an instant, it ended. He saw Blaine standing over him, fear and concern stark across his face. Darnuir’s ears rang and he could not hear what Blaine was saying. He felt exhausted. A tiredness engulfed him, greater even than the fatigue that had followed the run from Torridon. Darnuir closed his eyes and left the world for the comfort of sleep.


  Chapter 24


  THE GUARDIAN’S BURDEN


  BLAINE ROSE AT dawn, as was his custom. A bowl of piping hot water was brought to his chambers as expected and he removed the prickly hairs from his face that had sprouted during the night. He donned fresh whites and only then noticed the single silver leaf beside the bowl. It was perfect in form; its body curving up to a neat, pointed tip, and so pure in colour that it might have been a jewel. Over two weeks since I return and only now she wishes to see me? He could not help but suppress a pang of exhilaration. He pushed it back down, deep down so it would not cloud his judgement. Things were not about to change.


  He knew she would be waiting for him and so his morning service would have to wait for the once. He tapped his fingers gently on his armour before opting for a lighter tunic of pale green. Reinforced plate would not help him where he was going. He left the armour of the Guardian on its stand but contemplated the heavy chest beneath it. The armour of the King rested within and had done so for eighty years. Will Darnuir ever be ready to wear it? It seemed a lifetime since he himself had looked upon the armour, with its roaring dragon draped across the pauldrons, lined thinly with starium to grant the wearer the greatest protection in all of Tenalp. So heavy and thick was the metal that without the support of one of the Blades, it could not be worn. His own armour was similarly strong. It would be a relief not to wear it for a time.


  He strapped the Guardian’s Blade around his waist nonetheless and left his room for the interior of the Argent Tree. Being close to the top of the great tree, he could look down the hollow silver trunk onto the star-like lanterns, glistening in their hundreds, radiating their delicate light throughout the interior. Blaine enjoyed the world best at this time of day. He had gotten used to the quiet of Val’tarra during his years here, and realised shamefully that a part of him secretly yearned to revert to that state of restful nothingness. His return to the fold had been swift and hard and he had felt the impact of his age. It was an age deeper than muscle or blood or bone. A deeper ache that had struck at him more forcefully as the days went on. The Guardian’s Blade kept him fit enough but he was so weary.


  But I must go on. The boy is not ready.


  Allowing one hand to run along the carved railing as he walked, Blaine took his time in making his journey upwards. He smiled kindly at the servants who hurried along in their tasks. All knew him well by now, yet none would ever have spoken of his existence until the recent months. Like all fairies, these servants had been handpicked at birth for their role by the Queen. Given the duties of serving at the uppermost levels of the Argent Tree meant their silence was expected. He reached the final set of stairs leading up to the highest room amongst the canopy; a spiralling ascent that tightly wove upwards until the light of lanterns was replaced by that of the day and the wind whipped at his face, cool and pleasant on his skin. He still had the single silver leaf in hand as he knocked thrice upon the door.


  “Come,” Kasselle beckoned.


  Blaine stepped inside the royal chambers. The large receiving area was stocked with comfy loungers, cushioned chairs and soft rugs. So thick was the canopy above, that a true roof was not necessary and trodden silver leaves scattered the floor. Daylight crept in through the small gaps here and there in the branches as thickly set as the trunks of even the largest of regular trees. Bowls of sweet fruits and prepared nuts lay in abundance, along with great vessels of water from the Avvorn and large, bubbling pots of hot shimmer brew over small fires. There was even the luxury of an entire bowl of silver alderberries. Kasselle, however, was not present.


  “Up here, Blaine,” she called.


  Her songlike voice echoed from one of the upper rooms. There were four in total, lifted up higher from his present position upon the branches, the steps to them forming out of the worn and gnarled wood. He cautiously made his short ascent. Kasselle sat serenely before her tall mirror, gliding a brush through her long silver hair. This was not her most private bedchamber but a glorified wardrobe, with all the trappings necessary for the Queen of Fairies to prepare her appearance each day. Not that she needed to work at it. Sitting there in an extraordinary magenta gown, plain yet regal, he momentarily forgot himself.


  “You look especially beautiful today,” he told her.


  “That is not an appropriate thing for the Guardian of Tenalp to say to me,” Kasselle said without looking at him. She continued to stroke her hair as though nothing were amiss.


  “Nor is it appropriate for the Guardian to be alone with you in your privy chambers, yet here the Guardian stands.”


  “And standing is all he will do,” Kasselle said. “He will not be here for long.”


  Blaine felt irked by her coolness. “I believe it was you who summoned me?”


  “I did,” Kasselle said, putting down her brush and scrutinising her work in the mirror.


  “Then what would the Queen of Fairies have of the Guardian?”


  “I would know when you intend to leave.”


  The words caused Blaine a familiar twist in his innards; sharp like a knife. “Just me?”


  “Blaine, if I wanted you gone, I would have sent you away decades ago. I mean when will the army move out?”


  “We are still awaiting around half of your forces,” Blaine said. “I’d rather not march without being at full strength. Fidelm must have informed you.”


  “He did,” Kasselle said curtly, rising to her feet. “He also told me that much of the demon host at Inverdorn has split off and is now burning the east of my homeland.”


  News of the burning of northeastern Val’tarra had come as another hard blow when word reached him some days before. As crude a measure as it was, the demons would soon force Blaine to act. The fairies would not abide the burning of their sacred forest and would be forced to defend it. The battered dragon and human forces would have to face Castallan’s host before they were ready.


  “So the reports say,” was all Blaine could say in response. Kasselle swept passed him without so much as a glance, back down to her receiving chamber where she poured herself a cup of brew. Blaine followed gingerly. What does she want me to do? We are not yet prepared. “Darnuir has still not awoken,” he told her.


  “It has been over a week now,” Kasselle said. “We cannot be certain when he will rise again and we cannot afford to wait for weeks or months. My people cannot afford it, Blaine.” She gestured to the food and drink. “I’m expecting Fidelm and his men soon,” she said by way of explanation. “You may have something, if you like. You must be hungry.”


  Blaine’s stomach almost rang in approval. He picked up an apple, red, round and oversized, and bit into it. It was perfect, like all that grew near the Avvorn. That which survived at least. He withheld from taking anything further, not wishing to overstay his already strained welcome.


  “I agree that we cannot wait much longer, but without Darnuir, I fear my people will lose heart.”


  “Would they?” Kasselle asked, her voiced tinged with disbelief. “You seem to be the one in control.”


  “That may be the case for now, but Darnuir is their true king, and a symbol both for my followers and the dragons at large. The dragons cannot march without him.”


  “You told me when you first arrived back that he was not ready.”


  “The boy is a decent warrior. If we are to rush to battle then he needs to be in the thick of the fighting, like the great kings of old.”


  “And as Draconess did not?” Kasselle noted, throwing Blaine a look steeped in knowing.


  “I’d rather we did not discuss Draconess,” Blaine sighed heavily. “What’s done is done.”


  “Very much so. A grand failure of a plan,” Kasselle said. She reached for a handful of nuts and began to eat. Even her chewing seemed graceful. “I kept the secret between the two of you. I even tried to convince Draconess at times that it must end; that he should grant the sword to Darnuir, revive your own power, so, together, you all might make an attempt to end the war. I did it all but my kind have only ended up further from safety and peace. Now demons burn Val’tarra itself. No foe has ever dared nor come so close in all the ages of the world and so, Blaine, you must forgive me if I no longer place so much faith in you or your schemes as I once did.”


  Blaine’s hurt began to heat into anger. “We were right to do as we did in the end. You said as much. The boy’s temperament was all wrong, he even colluded with the enemy. I’ve seen the evidence for myself now. Irrefutable.”


  “Perhaps he turned out the way he did because of the shackles Draconess placed around him. Draconess was a fine dragon, Blaine, but ever was he cautious. I think now to a fault. Darnuir may have been driven to help end the war by questionable means but what other choice did he have? Wouldn’t you do anything you could to save your people?”


  “I would not have been so reckless,” Blaine said firmly. “Darnuir may not have fully known what Castallan had planned or he may have known more; one memory does not make that clear. What seems clear is that Castallan was most interested in learning how to process more Cascade energy. If Darnuir had access to the Blade then—”


  “Everything would be worse, I’m sure,” Kasselle interrupted. She was halfway through her brew now and the kick from it must have lent her a fresh vitality. Her cheeks flushed a deep indigo before returning to their sky-blue hue.


  A memory flashed in his mind then, of a happier Kasselle; a younger, brighter, laughing girl, who squeezed his hand tightly as they snuck through the markets of Brevia. She found a fairy merchant with a pot of hot brew and smiled at Blaine as she drank it down, a dazzling smile that held him and had him. They had pretended to be anyone but who they were back then. They imagined for a few weeks that time would not move on and that they could stay as they were forever: together and free. In those days, he had been happy, as had she. It was a pure form of happiness unconditioned by anyone else; when her flushed cheeks and smile were all that mattered in the world. His hand curled in at the memory, hoping to find her hand once more.


  “The past cannot be changed now, Blaine,” Kasselle went on, unaware of his reverie. “Yet, in the here and now, my people are suffering. We cannot sustain all of these humans, dragons nor even our own kin in such a concentrated area. Dozens of my healers have already died from their exertions and many more have been taken seriously ill. When healers get sick from their own healing, something is desperately wrong.”


  Blaine had to swallow hard. He suddenly realised that his mouth was terribly dry. “I told Fidelm that they were not to overexert themselves.”


  “And I told him they should work as effectively as they could. We need this army out of our forest. I need the demons and the war taken away from my borders.”


  “You have made yourself quite clear, my Queen,” Blaine said frostily. She wanted a time of departure from him. Nothing more. “The earliest we could leave would be in two days, if I give the order immediately.”


  Kasselle nodded.


  “There should be a council beforehand—” he began.


  “I have already arranged one for this evening,” Kasselle informed him. “Ensure everyone you require is in attendance.”


  Blaine nodded. “And Darnuir—”


  “May remain here until he returns to the world. He will be with family after all, I shall see to his every need. Then I will send him to join you, along with the rest of my forces once they have arrived.”


  “Very well,” he said flatly. Is this how we are to part? The thought kept him frozen in place, halfway between Kasselle and the door. She took another handful of nuts, perhaps as a way to keep her hands busy. She still refused to look at him.


  Saying something further would clearly be unwise. But he had to.


  “Is this how I am to leave you?” he asked her.


  “Two days you said. You are not leaving yet.”


  “I doubt we will have a chance to be alone before then,” he said, pressing determinedly on.


  She twisted in her chair to look at him. Her eyes pierced into him as only hers could. “What do you want, Blaine?”


  “Little enough,” he admitted, “but something more than this. I am to march off to war, possibly the last war I am ever like to fight. I’d rather our last words together were not you telling me you want me gone.”


  The Queen of Fairies closed her eyes and her whole face trembled. “What is it you want to hear?” she asked, a bite in her voice. “All these years later and still you look at me like that, why?”


  “Because I have not forgotten,” Blaine told her.


  “And neither have I!” Kasselle said, surging to her feet, an accusatory finger pointed towards him, her poise and grace momentarily shattered. “I remember it all, Blaine. And I can hardly stand it—” her voice cracked. Blaine took a half-step forwards, intending to console her. “No!” she cried. “Stop.” Blaine’s outstretched hand froze in mid-air.


  “I meant what I said,” Blaine told her gently. “I do not expect anything. Not now. I’m not such a fool. Yet surely, there is something you could say. ‘Please come back’, ‘I will see you again’, anything!”


  “I don’t think you should come back,” she said thickly.


  The knife in his stomach cut deeper. Yet a part of him, that which still had some sense, knew she was right. Why do I do this to myself? What is it I want to hear? He did not even know himself. “I expect I will have many matters to attend to once we are back in Aurisha,” he said mechanically.


  He turned. He was halfway to the door.


  “Blaine,” she called from behind. He whirled instantly around. “Every time I see you, I remember. And I remember her. I see our daughter, and every time I do, I want to walk off one of these branches and never need to think of her again.”


  Blaine pressed his eyes shut for half a second and felt the hot beginnings of tears leak beneath his pupils. He had not thought of Arlandra in a very long time. He had hid almost every memory of her away in his white gems. Locked them up so that they could never surface to hurt him. Kasselle did not have such a luxury.


  There was a loud knock at the door.


  “One moment,” she called, suppressing the hurt in her voice. Then, more quietly, “I do care, Blaine, but just not the way I once did. I cannot go on like this and I am a different fairy from the young queen-to-be you first met.”


  “You were thirty years old when we first met,” Blaine said.


  “And now I am one hundred and forty. My people are my life now, Blaine.”


  Another loud knock rang, more deliberate.


  “I said one moment,” Kasselle snapped, quite out of character.


  “My lady, I’m afraid it is urgent,” Fidelm said steadily from the other side of the door.


  Kasselle quickly attempted to compose herself and Blaine flicked the water out of his eyes.


  “Very well, General,” Kasselle said. The door opened and in stepped the tall-winged fairy, his dark face betraying some worry. In his wake were a group of healers, who seemed in equal parts afraid and ashamed. “What is the matter?” Kasselle demanded. “I was not expecting you so soon.”


  “It is Darnuir, my Queen, Lord Guardian,” Fidelm said, bowing briefly to each in turn. “He is missing.”


  All present in the room looked quickly to each other. Blaine was the first to rally. “He might be confused after what happened,” he told the room at large. “I shall search for him.” He only noticed then that his hand remained stupidly hanging in mid-reach towards Kasselle. His fingers slowly curled inwards, in their vain quest to find hers once more. He balled his hand into a fist to save face and strode from the room.


  He did not dare look back.


  Chapter 25


  FRIENDS FROM THE NORTH


  DAWN BROKE AS Cassandra quietly perched upon her chosen branch. It stretched out over the top of the command tent and granted her a sweeping view of life around the Argent Tree. Her instincts for climbing, moving in secret and seeking solitude had not left her. Yet with each day, she began to feel a bit more at ease. The forest was such a pleasant place and she had never slept half as well as she had since arriving in the fairies’ homeland. Her frequent nightmare of the hand on her shoulder, the flash of steel, the blood and the screaming had not plagued her dreams of late. There was a tranquillity here. It was no wonder the fairies are so well-collected, living in such a place. The waters of the Avvorn were sweet and invigorating, though they had all been warned not to drink too much, lest they become addicted.


  Yet the treasured peace of the fairies had been sorely disturbed with their arrival, and the occasional anguished cry from the wounded was a reminder of the more pressing reality. Still, Cassandra enjoyed being able to wake as she pleased, walk where she pleased, talk with whom she wished and eat when it suited her. Darnuir had fought for her freedom and he had promised her that she would have it. On that, he had not disappointed her. With Scythe’s death, even those most suspicious of her had withdrawn to the periphery. She was not allowed near ink or parchment, nor was she allowed to be seen too close to important conversations. Not that is matters. I hear things all the same.


  Rumours of a traitor or traitors had spread in abundance since Torridon. The Cairlav Hunters blamed those from the Boreacs and the Boreac men suffered fractures from within. Those from the Golden Crescent were the greatest in number and had suffered the fewest losses in battle but their forces had splintered in defending their people. It seemed many had remained behind at their station on the western coast to protect the towns and villages there, while others had taken refugees to Inverdorn. News of the red-eyed Chevalier who had fought so fiercely at Torridon was increasingly popular knowledge and a terrible point of suspicion. If there were traitors among them, then they may also be as powerful and there would be no way of telling friend from foe.


  One morning, while collecting her breakfast, Cassandra had overheard a rather intriguing discussion.


  “And then there are those queer barrels to consider,” an older female hunter from the Crescent had said to her companions. She had a hawkish voice and a thick build from years of tough work. “Reckon they turned up at the station by mistake.”


  “How d’you mean?” a male hunter had asked through a thick mouthful of bread.


  “I mean that when the kitchen boys cracked open the first crate, it weren’t what they were expecting!” the woman said impressively. “The barrels were marked as apples from Val’tarra but that’s hardly what was in them.”


  “Gah,” another one of her female companions had spat in disbelief, “how would you know that then?”


  “’Cause I was there when the Captain had the incident brought to her attention,” the lead woman announced proudly. “Morwen became obsessed with finding out why there was some secret cargo being pushed around her territory without her knowing. Perhaps a little too interested, if you catch my meaning?”


  “What you saying, Gwen?” asked the man again, his mouth then freed from obstruction. “You reckon old Morwen’s death was no accident?”


  Cassandra had circled around carefully then, picking casually at her chopped fruit and nuts and feigned trying to find a spot to sit.


  “I ain’t saying anything in particular,” Gwen had said, her hands up as if to deflect accusation. “All we know is that Morwen was escorting those barrels back to the loch when she was ambushed.”


  “By spectres though, Gwen,” said the disbelieving friend. “There were spectre corpses at the scene.”


  “Aye, so we’ve been told,” Gwen said. “Who knows what’s happening these days. Dragons and demons roaming everywhere, trampling and burning our crops. Talk of magic swords and black powder that lights up a terrible blaze; I tell you, half of what we’ve heard is probably just talk.”


  Instinct had told Cassandra then she ought to move on or risk being noticed, and she managed to pick Balack out amongst the crowd easily enough to sit alongside him. He was now her closest friend and she trusted him completely, as Darnuir did too, she was sure. She felt no qualms confiding in him some of the information she overheard; information that no doubt would make its way to Garon’s ears through Balack and eventually to Cosmo. They relied on each other greatly, for Darnuir was often absent in his training with Blaine, or somewhere high up in the great tree. Recently, he had been absent all together.


  “Cosmo says he is not ill, just out cold,” Balack had informed her when she inquired a few days past.


  “What happened to him?” Cassandra had asked concerned. “What could have taken him out of action so suddenly and so hard?”


  “He isn’t certain,” Balack said. “Cosmo reckons Blaine had something to do with it. He doesn’t trust him.”


  It struck Cassandra that there was an awful lot of distrust within their ranks. Likely, being crammed into such a tight space around the Argent Tree was only aggravating matters. Perched up on her branch, obscured by deftly chosen clumps of leaves, she could almost feel a tension thick in the air. We will have to move on soon or begin releasing that tension on each other. She had seen as much happen at the Bastion, when groups of Castallan’s loyal men were cooped up for too long. When the quiet routine of the morning suddenly broke below her, she thought that one or more party had finally snapped.


  People were calling out to each other but not aggressively. “It’s him!” they said. “He’s back.”


  From her vantage point, Cassandra saw Darnuir striding out from the base of the Argent Tree, garbed in only the loose-fitting silks of the fairies. His march was determined but his face showed his confusion. The Dragon’s Blade swung from his waist, its red hilt a jarring shade against its surroundings. Very soon, he vanished into the command tent below and out of sight. Cassandra scrambled back down the tree, landing in a forward roll and springing back to her feet in one fluid motion. A group of nearby children squealed their approval. She gave them a quick smile before pressing a finger to her lips to quieten them, then made to find Balack.


  He was not at his section of camp, nor was he at the archer’s range. She found him in his usual place in the mess, though he seemed tired and clutched his hot mug of brew as if his health depended on it. Brackendon sat opposite with Kymethra, who had recovered well. Though the magic wielders were accorded chambers within the tree, they seemed to spend most of their time within the camp. Balack’s eyes were half-closed when she reached him.


  “Balack!” she urged, giving him a shake. Balack’s eyes blinked open and he made a grumbling noise by way of response. “Balack, he’s awake. He’s up!”


  His eyes flicked properly open. “Darnuir?” he said, rather unnecessarily. “Yes, I know.”


  “Leave him be, girl,” Kymethra said, swatting away her hand. “The poor soul is clearly half asleep.” Before the witch lay the remnants of a rather large meal. She claimed a large appetite was key to recovery.


  “I just thought he’d want to know,” Cassandra said defensively.


  “Now no one need fret,” Brackendon said, recognisably more cheerful than past weeks. “Darnuir has been storming around looking for you actually.”


  “Me?” Cassandra said. Why me? She considered he would have more important people to see upon breaking his slumber.


  “Ask him yourself,” Brackendon smiled pleasantly.


  “What do you…” she said as she turned, almost knowing who she would find.


  “Cassandra,” Darnuir said in a mellow tone, “please come.” He didn’t wait for a response before stalking off. Cassandra shot the table a quick glance. Balack was unaware of who was around him, Kymethra just shrugged while reaching for another roll, and Brackendon merely nodded in Darnuir’s direction. Hesitantly, she followed.


  Cassandra found herself a little breathless trying to keep up with Darnuir. He wove between the tents and bodies with an agility that far exceeded her own. Occasionally, he cast back to check she was still following and, when satisfied, merely carried on. She saw a space in which to catch up and darted forward.


  “What is going on?” she demanded. “Where are you taking me?”


  He answered without slowing his pace. “Into the trees. I feel like I need to get away for a time.”


  She was naturally sceptical, although the need to seek some solitude was one with which she was sympathetic. But if that was all then why did he need her? Her sense of unease grew.


  Their journey continued northwards until they left the bustle and the tents behind them, crossing over the threshold into the forest proper. The trees engulfed them. No one dared to question them. Even then, Darnuir continued to set a brisk pace, leaping over the felled, burnt trees rather than going around them. At one such large obstacle, his inhuman leap left her behind. She remained irritated on the other side, attempting to clamber up the knobbly, blackened trunk, until he reappeared at its precipice and lifted her up like a child. Dropping down, they continued to march on. When a strong gust swept a collection of multi-coloured damp leaves into her face and hair, Cassandra let her annoyance show.


  “Stop,” she insisted. Darnuir, King of Dragons, turned slowly around to examine her. His gaze was part bewildered, part affronted, and the beginnings of a beard covered his face from his time on his sick bed. “I’m not taking one step more until you tell me what this is all about!”


  “Such boldness to speak so towards a Dragon Lord,” Darnuir said, his voice unmoving.


  “Since when did you demand reverence?” Cassandra asked him. “What happened to you? Did Blaine bring that big sword of his across the back of your head?”


  “No…” Darnuir began, “no, he showed me how to see.”


  “How to see?” Cassandra repeated, now feeling truly concerned. Perhaps he was still unwell? Her hand moved subtly by instinct towards her sword but she stopped herself. There would be no use in that if something went amiss, not against him. For the first time since she had met Darnuir, she felt afraid.


  His nose twitched a little. “There is no need to fear, Cass,” he said, sounding more like himself. “I would never hurt you.”


  “You don’t seem quite yourself,” she noted calmly. “Maybe you ought to return to the Argent Tree to rest?”


  He did not seem to hear her suggestion. “I do not feel exactly like I did, not then, nor even way back then. All those years ago…” He seemed to drift off once more and remained silent for a time. The forest around them was close, almost suffocating. The air was heavy and moist, and it felt dark, despite the brilliance of the morning. Arborists must have worked the area well for there was only one shrivelled, burnt shoot, not much more than a stump. Every third tree was a rich silver, dulled somewhat by moss and other growths. Though they were surely completely alone, Cassandra could not help shake the feeling that she was being watched. She scanned the dense canopy but could see nothing. Not a leaf moved suspiciously and yet, the feeling was undeniably there.


  Darnuir spoke again without warning. “I have his memories, the old me, I mean. Not all of them, just those he gave me, but I also have my own. They are both me but they are also different people. I cannot describe the feeling.”


  “Sounds…”Cassandra searched for a word, “messy.”


  “Hmmm,” Darnuir mused, falling back against a nearby trunk. He rubbed his eyes aggressively. “I have some grave memories now. Mistakes I wish I could take back.”


  Still not knowing why she was here, Cassandra opted to play the sympathiser. “You cannot blame yourself for mistakes your old self made.”


  “The mistakes do not all stem from him,” Darnuir said. He clutched his head in his hands.


  “Does your head still pain you?” Cassandra asked.


  “No, in fact, it has never felt clearer,” he replied, then, more to himself. “Cosmo was right. I must make amends for what I’ve done.” He slumped further down until he was sitting on the damp leaves beneath, his legs laid out horizontally. It made him look small and ridiculous to be spread out in such a way. Cassandra couldn’t resist a small giggle. When he looked up at her, she was thankful he grinned back.


  “Laughing at me now?” he said, looking down at his outstretched legs. He half-laughed himself as he pulled his knees back in. The tension of the moments before faded as Darnuir appeared to unwind. Cassandra fell back against a silver tree opposite Darnuir. She slid down to the ground to join him and suddenly it felt like they were back in that battered, little shack in Farlen. When he looked at her, his eyes were kinder again. Cassandra remained silent. He obviously had something more he desired to say but was still mustering the courage. After a time, Darnuir seemed to gain heart. “I helped him, Cass. I allowed Castallan to become what he is. It seems I flooded him with gold and who knows what else,” he said, his voice thick with regret. “And so I’ve wondered, in all your time at the Bastion, did you ever pick up on any of this.”


  So this was why she was here? She was almost disappointed. It seemed so mundane and business-like. “From time to time, there was mention of a ‘benefactor’, though I cannot say who that person was,” she told him.


  “Me, most likely,” Darnuir said solemnly.


  “The way he said it sounded like it was still ongoing,” Cassandra said.


  “Perhaps I gave him so much gold, it lasted him for years,” Darnuir said. “I was likely the patron that allowed him to reach his place now, alongside Rectar.”


  “I do not believe his allegiance to Rectar is particularly strong,” Cassandra began. “The spectre lord I overheard telling him of the impending invasion threatened him as much as informed him. He wants the Bastion to conduct his campaign and I think he would be happy enough to remove Castallan himself.”


  Darnuir nodded slowly. “This spectre lord has a name, if I recall?”


  “Dukoona,” Cassandra said. She would not soon forget that sinister face; with the teeth too white and perfect, his hair a fiery blaze of tentacle-like strands. She grimaced at the thought of it.


  “No matter,” Darnuir said. “We’ll take back the Bastion first. We always had to try.”


  “You sound more confident.”


  “My father felt assured we could take it,” he said. “My father, Draconess. The word is strange to say but I can see him now. I remember his face, his voice, the fights we had. Before Aurisha fell, he intended to rout Castallan out.” He was quiet again for a time before turning more seriously to her. “Is there anything else you can think would be useful for us to know? Anything at all that we might use to our advantage?”


  “Well,” she began, “I didn’t just get away on the back of a cart.”


  “I assumed as much,” Darnuir said.


  “There are these passages within the fortress,” Cassandra said. “I used them for years, that’s how I got around unnoticed. The day I escaped, Chelos told me of one passage that led right out past the main gates, from the inner courtyard. There might even be more for all I know.”


  “And he only told you about it then?” Darnuir asked.


  “I think he always knew,” Cassandra said. “He always said I would get out one day. He was just biding his time. Waiting for you.”


  “Could you find the entrance again?” Darnuir asked, a hungry glint in his eye.


  “Yes, I’m sure of it,” she said.


  “Then don’t you see?” Darnuir said. “Chelos has sent me Castallan’s downfall. If we can sneak past the walls, his Bastion means nothing.”


  “Does it not trouble you how he knew?” Cassandra asked. “He never ventured into the tunnels, ever. I cannot figure it out. How would the steward of the dragon Royal Tower know secret passages within a human-made fortress?”


  Darnuir pondered for perhaps a second before shrugging happily. “We should count this as a blessing,” he said. “And we will ask him when we rescue him.” He seemed to be lost in his own thoughts, likely envisioning the conquest of the Bastion.


  “Darnuir,” Cassandra began tentatively, not wanting to ruin his good mood. “Why did you bring me out here?”


  “I wanted to be alone but not completely so,” he said, not opening his eyes. “Being around you used to help my headaches, though I am not sure why. I suppose I just got into the habit; and I did want to ask you about Castallan, of course.”


  “What about Cosmo or Balack?”


  “Cosmo would likely have lectured me or told me I should be resting, and Balack…”


  “You do not feel comfortable around him anymore, do you?”


  “What makes you say that?”


  “He has told me as much,” Cassandra said. “He feels you have become distant. He thinks it is just due to your new responsibilities.”


  “But you see it as more?” Darnuir asked.


  “Well, you did just allude to mistakes you regret.”


  “Yes,” Darnuir said simply. “I did.”


  “Whatever it was, I am sure he would understand,” said Cassandra. Trust should not be taken for granted. The outline of Trask came to her then. You should not break trust like he did mine.


  “I am afraid he will feel betrayed either way,” Darnuir said.


  Cassandra raised her eyebrows. She curled her legs up and clutched them to her chest. A rustling noise came from up above; Darnuir sniffed furtively at the air, looking confused, but he did not move. Her gut instinct that they were not alone intensified. She heard rustling above. Probably just the wind. As she returned to look at Darnuir, she decided she had enough of tiptoeing around the issue. There he was. The King of Dragons. Strong by nature, more powerful for his magic sword, and supposedly the leader of the Three Races. Whatever this ‘betrayal’ was, she would have it out of him.


  “Are you going to tell me?” she asked bluntly. She could not fathom what could be so wicked that Darnuir would fear telling Balack.


  “Has Balack mentioned a girl called Eve to you?”


  “In passing. He tries to cover up how important she was to him but you can glean it from his voice, his eyes; the way he drops her into conversation casually but often. It is clearly painful for him to discuss.” Despite herself, Cassandra had found Balack’s openness quite endearing. She saw the love in his eyes but did not see the lust. It was a gentler look that came over him, unlike what Trask had always given her. The scream and the steel flashed before her once more.


  “Yes, that is her,” Darnuir said, unaware of Cassandra’s internal discomfort. “We grew up with her and Balack loved her since we were very small.” He raised a flat hand not far off the ground. “I knew, of course. He wasn’t subtle about it, but then why should he have been? Although he never actually told her, it was plain to see.”


  “Why didn’t he?” Cassandra asked. It was a curious thing. Trask had never been direct either.


  “I think he was afraid,” Darnuir said. “Afraid that she might not feel the same. Perhaps he knew she did not and couldn’t stomach the idea of having to deal with it. Afraid to turn his fears into reality.” He paused, probably hoping she would say something more. Yet, once again, Cassandra remained silent, letting Darnuir get there on his own. Not giving him a chance for deflection. Once again, he resigned himself. “I knew all of this, Cass, but shortly before she died, we… we…”


  “I see,” Cassandra said, indicating she required no further explanation. It wasn’t quite what she had expected to hear. A small fear crept upon her then. “Did she want to?”


  “What?” Darnuir snapped. “Of course she did. What else could you mean? Oh—” he added in realisation. “No. I’d never!” he hastened to add. “How could you think that I…”


  “Sorry!” she bleated, grasping what she has just accused him of. “I just… ah,” she rasped into her upright knees. She kept her head buried there for a time, allowing her hair to hide her. “There is a little more to the story of my escape,” she admitted. He was honest with me. I should be the same.


  If Darnuir was perplexed at the sudden change of topic, he hid it well. “No surprises there,” he said. “Everyone could tell you were hiding something.”


  “And still you trusted me?”


  “Not wholly,” he said. “Not immediately. But I feel that a secret so plain hidden is not one worth fearing. So how did you gain that horrible cut on your arm?”


  “What I said was half-true,” she began, her voice stony and hard. “I did leave on the back of a supply cart amongst the rations and the weapons, but I knew the driver. Trask was his name. He was one of the few people at the Bastion I thought I could trust. For my whole life, he was the one of the few I might have called a friend —” her voiced cracked. It flooded over her – the unfairness of it all, the unjustness, the hurt. “But he was clearly no true friend. I always knew he saw me differently. I could see it plain in his eyes. I heard it in his words. I felt it in his touch – always familiar. Yet compared to others in that place, it did not seem so wrong. He always offered to help free me and I always feared what he might expect of me if he succeeded. And when my fears came true, I did not hesitate…” Saying it is like doing the act all over again. Telling someone else would make it real. “We’d been travelling with the others for a few days when, one evening, he finally came to lift the covers of the cart. It was dark and the torches were still to be lit around camp. He said he would come with me into the Boreacs, and we must have stumbled through the dark all night, for we didn’t stop to rest until the first light crept up over the rise of the mountains. That’s when he—” she stopped again, her grief turning to anger. “But I stopped him,” she said with an ice to her voice, as cold as those mountains had been. “I ran my sword through his heart. I don’t think he expected me to know how to use it. He was clueless himself. He could barely grip his own properly. Managed to catch me on my arm though.”


  Darnuir was looking at her as though he was seeing her for the first time. “This Trask tried a terrible thing. You should not feel ashamed for what you did.”


  “I don’t,” Cassandra said easily. “I felt numb after it, maybe a little broken up. It actually made me feel in control for once and that made me feel strong and good. Yet it sickened me when I realised that.” She was rambling now. She pulled out the dragon figurine she still kept on her person and twirled it around with her fingers. “He gave me this once, years ago when we were very young. I don’t know why I still carry it around. Stupid little thing. But it is the only innocent part of him left I suppose.”


  “I think I can understand that,” he said.


  “I don’t want freedom simply from a room or chains,” she went on, ramming the little dragon warrior back into her jerkin pocket. “I never want to be left without a choice. Trask never saw me as a whole person, as someone who thinks and feels.”


  “Well, I assure you that what happened with Eve was very different,” Darnuir said. “She loved me, I think, the way Balack loved her. If I’m honest, I think I always knew, yet I did nothing. I allowed it all to happen.”


  The King of Dragons did not seem to have anything else to say. Cassandra could not think of what to tell him. She found it hard to think straight, for her fear of being watched reached a tipping point. The forest was quiet and motionless, yet she could not shake the feeling. Darnuir too seemed to sense they were not alone. His nostrils flared as he drew in long breaths.


  “I can definitely smell something,” he announced. “I don’t recognise it all.” He placed a hand on his sword as he got to his feet. “Show yourself!”


  Cassandra too rose and gripped her weapon. A cracking noise came from overhead and she jerked her gaze upwards, darting along the branches, looking for its source. Some way off, the leaves began to rustle. And then, there came a voice.


  “No need for da swords, Dragon King,” it said, somehow coming from every direction at once. “Ochnic comes as friend.”


  “Then show yourself, ‘friend’,” Darnuir snarled. From almost directly above, something large and grey fell down before them.


  The creature had the look of a human but with limbs slightly longer than its torso required. It fell with the grace of an overly acrobatic cat, balled up as it made its journey to the ground. Somehow, it landed on its feet, knees bent and crouched amongst the leaves. Its skin looked tough and grey, rougher than leather, though not quite a bear’s hide. Ice-blue eyes shone out like the Avvorn under a mop of frayed white hairs. Cassandra had a mind that the creature might be balding. It had a large satchel of hide slung over its shoulder. As it bore its teeth in a smirk at her, she noticed fang-like incisors, short but thick and pointed. Could it really be, Cassandra wondered amazed. But no, they were just myths, hearsay, and yet the creature looked so similar to the descriptions.


  When it attempted to stand upright, Darnuir drew his sword out further. The creature’s eyes darted from Cassandra to the Dragon’s Blade. It continued to slowly stand, drawing to its full and impressive height. It towered over the two of them, standing just short of seven feet, though its limbs were elongated and not in the same proportions as a human. Its clothing was rudimentary at best, sporting a loincloth and a crude covering for its torso, evidently made from thick white fur. The rest of its body was naked.


  “Ochnic said der was no need for swords,” it said gruffly, taking a couple of steps back all the same.


  Darnuir edged forwards. “Why were you spying on us? Whom do you serve?”


  “Darnuir, stop!” Cassandra said. “I think he is a frost troll, he is clearly no demon.”


  “As if it is only demons who work against us,” Darnuir said. “We don’t even know what this thing is.”


  “I told you,” Cassandra insisted, moving to stay Darnuir’s arm. “I believe he is a frost troll.” Darnuir paused to take another good look at the troll.


  “A frost troll…” Darnuir said, mulling it over.


  “I assume so,” she said, having no real way of knowing. Darnuir seemed to be warming to the idea.


  The creature spoke again. “Ochnic does not know of dees ‘trolls’,” it said, working carefully to try and replicate the word it did not know.


  “It is what you are, is it not?” Darnuir asked, a little dimly.


  “They probably don’t call themselves trolls,” Cassandra said. Her fascination was overwhelming. The depressive state brought on by talk of Trask was fast evaporating. “Ochnic,” she said carefully and clearly. “Is that your name?”


  “Ochnic, I am,” it replied, thumping an oversized hand against its chest. Now she noticed it, his feet were oversized as well, and appeared to have one toe much further apart from the others, almost like another pair of hairy hands.


  “And what are you, Ochnic?” She asked him. The troll did not seem to understand the question and cocked its head quizzically at her. She thumped a hand off her own chest, in imitation of Ochnic. “Cassandra, I am,” she said. She thumped a second time. “Human, I am.” She turned to Darnuir, who did not seem to have caught on. She whacked his torso saying, “Darnuir, he is. Dragon, he is.”


  At this, Ochnic seemed to understand. “Kazzek, I am.”


  She smirked satisfactorily at Darnuir.


  “Okay, Ochnic,” Darnuir said, sheathing his sword, but keeping one hand on it. “How did you know who I was?”


  Ochnic pointed once more to the head of the Dragon’s Blade. “Dey said da Dragon King would have weapon like dis.” His words were slow and deliberate, though Cassandra sensed there was a great deal of intelligence behind them.


  “And who are ‘they’?” said Darnuir.


  “Kazzek chiefs,” replied the troll.


  “Not demons?” Cassandra asked, just to make sure. Ochnic suddenly showed signs of aggression. He growled lowly and stepped towards them. Darnuir was between them in a flash but his presence was unnecessary. Ochnic simply spat a large blob of thick spittle onto the leaves.


  “De demons do not come as friends,” he grunted. “Dey cut and bite and kill kazzek. They smash de stone men too when dey can. Der not many of dem left now.”


  “Demons or stone men?” Darnuir asked.


  “Stone men,” Ochnic stated. “Of de demons, der are thousands and thousands, but not as many as before.”


  “You mean they have left?” Cassandra asked.


  “Dey surrounded our lands,” Ochnic said. “Made it hard to come and go. Den most left but still many remain.”


  “And when was this?” Darnuir asked. He seemed more at ease than before.


  “Two or dree moons ago,” said Ochnic.


  “Dree?” Darnuir murmured in confusion.


  “I think he means three,” Cassandra whispered back.


  “So around the time invasion of the west was conceived,” Darnuir said, as though thinking aloud.


  “The timing seems to match up, even if it is a bit vague” Cassandra said. “Ochnic, why have you come? Your people have not been seen this far south before.”


  “Kazzek be needin help of Dragon King,” he said sombrely. “We be dying. We be too few to fight da demons if dey return.”


  Darnuir suddenly became serious. “Is there a road through the north?” he asked Ochnic. “Would there be a way for the demons to reach us here, as you did?”


  Ochnic nodded. “Always der is ways.”


  “Dranus! But we have been fortunate,” Darnuir said. “If these kazzek were the only thing preventing the demons from invading over land…”


  Another voice whipped through the trees. “Darnuir! Blaine yelled. “Darnuir! Fan out men, find the King. Something may be amiss. There is a foul smell in the air.”


  “Ochnic,” Darnuir said. “Try not to react brashly.”


  The kazzek troll cocked his head at him.


  “Over here, Lord Guardian,” someone called.


  Cassandra glanced over her shoulder to see a Light Bearer running towards them. Soon, a score more appeared from between the trees, Blaine amongst them; his heavy, golden armour glistening. All drew their swords when they saw Ochnic. They encircled the three of them. Ochnic leaped high into the branches above and was soon lost in the mass of the leaves. The Light Bearers arced their shields and eyes upwards.


  “Careful,” Blaine warned, “these frost trolls are crafty.”


  “I do not think he means us harm,” Darnuir said.


  “He is looking for help, not a fight!” Cassandra implored. Blaine shot her a disapproving look.


  “That you are out here alone with her is one thing, but to be so incautious is quite another,” he snapped at Darnuir, as though reproaching a child. “What if there had been more?”


  Darnuir stepped meaningfully towards Blaine. “I would have smelled them, Blaine,” he said, a little fiercely. Blaine remained exactly as he was. “It worked Blaine,” Darnuir told him. “I have all my old memories now. Well, at least those bits that were left behind. So I would refrain from speaking to your King in such a way, Guardian.”


  Cassandra felt her heart beat quicker. The newfound tension of the scene broke as Ochnic remerged from above, dangling by his hand-like feet from his branch, swaying slightly. The Light Bearers turned in unison to face the troll, shields slamming into the ground. “Ah!” Ochnic exclaimed upside down. “Dis one is Dragon Guardian?”


  “I am, troll,” Blaine said curtly. “What business would you have of me?”


  Ochnic brought his satchel around to his front and began carefully rummaging through the bag. Seemingly frustrated in his search, he curled his torso upwards and stuck his head further into the deep bag. He did it all effortlessly and Cassandra wondered at how strong the troll must be in order to achieve this. Suddenly, and with a great flourish, he pulled out a battered but nonetheless beautiful necklace of woven gold and silver, in an organic pattern that struck of fairy design. In the centre of the chain was a recognisable little letter ‘A’. Blaine’s face drained of colour as the troll handed it to him.


  “How did you come by this?” Blaine said in barely a whisper.


  “Ochnic told to give Dragon Guardian dis by chieftains.”


  Blaine raised the necklace up in front of his disbelieving eyes. He looked as though he had seen the dead. It seemed only with a prodigious effort that Blaine regained some of his usual bearing. He kept the necklace in his hand as he turned slowly away and began to trudge back towards the Argent Tree.


  “Chieftains no say that it leave Guardian tongueless,” Ochnic said, baffled.


  The Light Bearers seemed confused and, one by one, they turned to Darnuir instead.


  Well, there is a first, Cassandra thought.


  “Come, my King!” Blaine shouted back as he kicked through the fallen leaves. “We have a war to plan. Bring your new pet along too if you will.”


  Chapter 26


  TO PLAN A WAR


  THE ARGENT TREE was manic with activity. Word had been spread. The troops would leave on the morrow. Darnuir observed it as he descended down the spiralling pathway, Lira at his side.


  “I feel foolish ‘guarding’ you,” she told him.


  “You’re not a bodyguard,” Darnuir said. “The Praetorians are my tool, like the Light Bearers are Blaine’s. I shall wield the Dragon’s Blade in one hand and the Guard in the other.”


  “And you trust me already?”


  “More than most,” Darnuir said. “I do not know my own kind well enough yet and they do not know me. You have been through something similar to myself; I think you understand my position better than most.”


  “Perhaps,” she admitted, “yet I do not have the experience.”


  “You’re a hunter Lira, like me. You have led teams of men, settled disputes and helped those who need it most. You are trained in both sword and bow and have acquired the skills of tracking and stealth that few dragons could hope to master now.”


  “They might be trained,” Lira offered.


  “The old are stuck in their ways,” Darnuir said, slowing his pace. He did not want to be the first to arrive. His advisors could await his pleasure; the older Darnuir had always been insistent on that.


  “So what do you intend?” Lira asked.


  “To make a guard worthy of the alliance we espouse as so important,” Darnuir said. “An elite core of dragons, humans and fairies alike. I would even take some of these frost trolls if I could. I am supposed to lead the Three Races, those around me should represent the best of each race. Stout dragons with thick armour and heavy shields might be good for fighting in the field but those are not the only arenas of war.”


  “You sound different,” Lira said, then added, “My Lord, I mean, sire, I mean—”


  “There is no need for such ingratiating titles in private, Lira. Though, in public, it would be good to observe expected courtesies, particularly around the Guardian.”


  “He does not much care for me,” she said. “It seems like he has a bad smell under his nose when he looks at me.”


  “He doesn’t much care for anyone,” Darnuir said. “And he is tightly wound and secretive besides. He is keeping things from me, I am fully aware of that now.”


  “Such as?”


  “This Guard for one. He never deemed to tell me about the Praetorians and I only know now because of my unlocked memories. But there is much more beyond, though they are matters I do not desire to burden you with.”


  “As you wish.”


  “In answer to your question before, I do feel different. I feel I am ready to start acting like a king and I no longer want to waste any time.”


  “What would you have me do?” Lira asked, as willing to accept an order as Darnuir was now prepared to give it.


  “I thought it might be worth you accompanying me to the Council, to make your new status clear. However, I do not want you to be simply standing on ceremony. Get out amongst the younger dragons. Find those akin to ourselves if you can; young and not yet hardened to the ‘old ways’. If they have enough talent with a blade then you ought to consider recruiting them.”


  “Yes, sire,” she said, a little unsure. “There are others like us out there – those who were so young when the Golden City fell that they cannot remember life before living amongst humans. They may be our best start.”


  “Very good,” Darnuir said briskly.


  The remainder of their brief journey was made in silence. Darnuir was cautious of the stares he received. Most of the fairies recognised him now. Even wearing his white and grey leathers was not enough to allow him to avoid their eyes at a distance. They saw the hilt of his sword, as red as dark ox-blood, and they knew what it was; who he was.


  Ever since the Dragon’s Blade had smashed through that window and placed itself in his hand, he had felt as though he were changing. Am I now ‘complete’? Is this who I am meant to be? He was neither fully human nor fully dragon; not all of his old self nor all the new. Yet he knew there to be some links between his two lives. The old Darnuir’s disdain for Blaine’s religion was well enmeshed with his frustration for his father. It was best that he make a clean break away from it. He would use his Praetorians to reflect what the Three Races ought to be: a true coming together. An amalgamation. Just like me.


  As they approached the war room of the fairies, Lira veered silently off and continued down the winding walkway. Darnuir continued alone towards the grand old doors where a solitary Cosmo stood sentinel.


  “Does this mean you are finally accepting my offer?” Darnuir asked.


  But what was Cosmo to him now? Father, friend or only instructor? Cosmo’s face now mingled with Draconess where his father was concerned. It was unsettling.


  “After a fashion,” Cosmo said. “Though I was invited by the Queen regardless.”


  “Oh?” Darnuir said in some surprise. “Now why would she do that?”


  “Because I have decided to stop running, Darnuir,” he said with a touch of pride. He no longer seemed as weary as he had; only determined. “I have also decided upon a name for my son. He will be called Cullen.”


  “Cullen…” Darnuir mused it over. “A good name. A strong name.”


  “It was one Grace always favoured.”


  “He’ll grow into it well, I’m sure,” Darnuir said. “Shall we enter?”


  “I see no reason to wait,” said Cosmo, and together they pushed through the heavy doors.
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  A vast table of silver wood sprouted up like a mushroom in the centre of the room, covered in an oversized map of Tenalp. Painted figurines, representing hunters from different regions along with fairies, dragons and demons were placed on the map as the council understood the current situation to be. Castallan’s army sat in force at the eastern most edge of the forest of Val’tarra, with fewer of his blackened demon carvings some way south outside Inverdorn at the tip of Loch Minian. More demons were positioned in the northern Highlands, though these belonged to Rectar, but they had no hard intelligence on their numbers or position there; only the vague words of Ochnic. Their own forces, golden dragons, blue fairies and hunter carvings in red, yellow and white, were crammed in the area around the Argent Tree, deep in Val’tarra.


  The air of the war room smelled oddly stale as though the place had not been aired out in years, and though the table seemed freshly cleaned, a heap of dust covered most of the other surfaces around the room. When the servants whipped back the delicate curtains from the openings, clouds of the grey powder burst into the air. A breeze began to circulate around the room to Darnuir’s relief. Other servants were busy hanging wispy lanterns upon the walls to combat the fading light of dusk. The entire operation seemed a hurried affair. Most of the attendees were already present.


  Blaine, flanked by a handful of silent Light Bearers, sat near Kasselle, Fidelm and several other grim-faced fairies that Darnuir did not know. Brackendon sat patiently with Kymethra beside him. Even Garon was there, as were Rufus, Griswald and two huntresses; one from the marshes and one from the Golden Crescent. Likely they were there at Cosmo’s behest. Garon had an empty seat beside him, which Cosmo made for. At a reasonable distance from the rest was Ochnic, sat on his lonesome, looking uncomfortably crouched on a chair that was far too small for him. Several fairy guards stood at the wall behind him, their hands twitching over the hilts of their broadswords. As there did not appear to be a set seating plan, Darnuir ambled to a spot not far from the troll. He had quickly developed a fondness for the creature after it had unnerved Blaine with such ease, and Cassandra had conversed with the troll non-stop on their way back to the Argent Tree. Ochnic seemed most comfortable around her; there had been a snarling protest when they were separated. He was calm now, however, sitting contemplatively, despite being in an alien land and amongst strange people.


  After the last of the servants scurried off, silence reigned for a brief time. Kasselle was the first to speak.


  “Welcome all,” she said serenely. “This Council has been gathered to determine how we will deal with the threat posed to us all by Rectar and Castallan. For too long, we have been running, or reacting. It is time we take action. Each of you here is called upon to speak for your race, including our honoured guest.” She directed everyone’s attention to Ochnic. Darnuir was impressed at how effortlessly she granted the creature courtesy, despite the apparently bloody history between their two peoples. Her own guards, however, seemed to be sizing him up.


  “Ochnic thanks de Fairy Queen.”


  Blaine shifted noticeably. “It seems a great shame that we have not heard from Brevia,” he announced to the room at large, “when even such a reclusive race as the frost trolls sends an emissary.”


  Ochnic thumped his chest hard. “Kazzek, I am!”


  “Yes, my apologies,” Blaine said a little too quickly.


  “Had we word from the humans, you would have been the first to know, Lord Guardian,” Fidelm said in his deepest of tones. “It is unfortunate we have been left in the dark. Whilst these fine hunters here may vouch for their own, it is not quite sufficient to plan an effective strategy.”


  “Cosmo will speak on behalf of humanity,” Brackendon said.


  All eyes, bar Kasselle’s, flicked towards Cosmo.


  “That is quite a claim, wizard,” Blaine said. “While we are all very grateful for his service, especially where Darnuir is concerned, I doubt a southern hunter can truly speak with humanity’s voice.”


  “He is not merely a hunter,” said Darnuir. “Cosmo is now Captain of all our hunter voices.”


  “Encompassing a whole three companies and those battered moreover,” Blaine reminded him.


  “I would agree with you, Lord Guardian, that a southern hunter would not normally be adequate for such an auspicious meeting,” Cosmo said. “However, the son of Arkus would.”


  “We cannot speak to ghosts,” Fidelm said. It looked as though he wanted to say more but Kasselle lightly touched his arm to stay him. The General appeared confused.


  “There is no need,” Brackendon said jovially, pointing to Cosmo, “you may speak with him now. Sitting before you is Brallor, son of Arkus, heir to the throne of Brevia.”


  A moment passed before the realisation of his words struck home.


  Darnuir froze in a mild form of shock. Fidelm’s stalwart jaw dropped, and even Blaine seemed utterly lost for words.


  “Ah hah!” boomed Griswald, slapping a meaty hand upon the table. “That’s put a stick in yer mud, eh, my Lord Guardian?”


  “Quiet down, friend,” Garon told him.


  Blaine’s attention snapped to Kasselle. “My Queen,” he seemed to say with a hint of a struggle. “Did you know of this?”


  Kasselle seemed to have anticipated his accusation. “I’m afraid I was only recently informed.”


  “How recently?” Blaine asked pointedly. Darnuir could not help but feel a glint of satisfaction. Having secrets kept from you is not pleasant, is it, Blaine?


  “This afternoon,” Kasselle answered, “when I informed Brackendon of the Council.”


  “It was rather excellent timing,” Brackendon chimed in. “Cosmo, I mean, Brallor—”


  “Please just use Cosmo,” said the self-proclaimed prince. “I am far more used to hearing that now. But yes, as Brackendon was about to say, I intended to step forward at any rate. This is merely convenient.”


  Blaine was not entirely appeased. “Do you have any more members of Tenalp’s royal families hiding in those mountains, wizard?”


  “Not that I am aware of,” Brackendon replied.


  “You might have said something…” bristled Kymethra, more to herself than to the whole room.


  “Cosmo,” Darnuir found himself saying, gazing at the man he thought he knew so well, dumbfounded. “Why?” was all he could add.


  “For all the reasons I have ever given for leaving the city,” Cosmo said. “I just neglected to mention who I really was. Please do not feel betrayed,” he implored to his hunter colleagues and Darnuir. “Not even Grace knew.”


  “The main point is that we may count on Cosmo to bring humanity’s forces to bear as we decide here,” Kasselle said.


  “I will not claim that I can guarantee anything,” Cosmo warned. “I have long been absent. My father may well scorn me and hate me for what I put him through, but I will try my utmost.”


  Ochnic leaned forwards from his ill-sized chair, pointing a long grey finger at Cosmo. “So de white furred hunter is de Human Prince?”


  “I am,” Cosmo said.


  “Dis news is good!” the troll exclaimed. “Ochnic no need to go to da great human village now.”


  There was a short pause, in which perhaps those around the table tried to comprehend the troll’s meaning.


  “We ought to begin by discussing the northern theatre,” Darnuir suggested. “Ochnic here tells me that the demons have long been assaulting his people. They may have been attempting to cross through to the west for years.”


  “But no longer?” Fidelm inquired.


  Darnuir looked to the troll to answer.


  “De demons be going some moons ago but not all. Kazzek are weak now. If dey come again, we will not survive dem.”


  “If that is true, then it would seem Rectar has pulled the bulk of his forces back to Kar’drun, in preparation for his invasion,” Blaine said. The Guardian rose and picked up most of the demon carvings currently in the Highlands and moved them over, far to the east, to the mountain of Kar’drun. “If this armada against the west is imminent then the Highlands are not our primary concern.”


  “Perhaps not for the dragons,” said Cosmo, “but for humanity and the fairies, it is another matter. The hearts of both our people nestle near the western edge of the Highlands. Should the north fall, Brevia and Val’tarra would soon follow.”


  “We have no reason to love the trolls,” Fidelm muttered darkly.


  “What is long past should remain there, General,” said Kasselle. “When history has passed from fact to legend, it is not worth remaining embittered.”


  “Are the tales true, troll?” Fidelm asked regardless.


  “What tales?” Ochnic said, confused.


  “When fairies used to brave the north, your kind hunted us. Killed us.”


  “Ah,” Ochnic said, realisation passing over his grey face. “No. Da kazzek tell it differently. I dink the Fairy Queen is wise. Der should be no dwelling on dem tales. It has been seasons beyond de counting since blue skins came to our lands.”


  Darnuir was agitated with Fidelm. Why must there always be fighting? Why do we begrudge each other so much? “Our guest has the right of it,” he stated clearly. He peered around the table, awaiting any challenge, lingering first on Fidelm and then on Blaine.


  “You have a suggestion then, my King?” said Blaine.


  “A joint force,” Darnuir said. “Each race will send its own contingent. That way, no one will bear the full burden. We must ensure the Highlands are held.”


  “We have barely gathered our full strength as it is,” Blaine protested. “How are we to fight a war on two fronts?”


  “So you would rather the Highlands fall?” Brackendon asked. “If that happens, the demons may simply march overland, leaving Val’tarra and Brevia threatened from the north as well.”


  “This is a problem, Blaine,” Kasselle said. “I want my homeland made safer, not vulnerable from a new direction.”


  “I am not suggesting we ignore the Highlands completely,” Blaine said defensively. “To do so would be foolish. Yet it would be equally unwise to send too many troops there when we do not know the scale of the threat, nor the size of Rectar’s armada force.”


  “Our chief issue is that we are guessing blindly,” Cosmo said.


  Ochnic rapped his long fingers on the great silver table, clinking his nails off the wood, drawing attention to himself. “If you be fighting in da darkness, better to throw your spear dan not use it at all. You will hit nothing otherwise.”


  “Or keep your spear close,” Fidelm noted, “so you have a weapon when your attacker finally reveals himself.”


  Ochnic shrugged, smiling slyly at the Fairy General.


  “The task force I had in mind would not be large,” Darnuir said, hoping to put the conversation back on course. They needed to decide upon the Highlands and move onto the more pressing matter of Castallan’s army on their doorstep. “I suggest sending three thousand dragons, a large contingent of our human hunter forces, say a thousand, and a thousand fairies to the Highlands. Flyers might be preferable for the region, Fidelm?”


  “I cannot spare that many flyers,” Fidelm insisted. “They are too valuable.” He turned to Blaine looking for support, yet Blaine did not seem as determined to resist.


  “A whole legion…” Blaine said softly. “As much as I would rather have those troops to fight Castallan’s horde and Rectar’s fleet, sending less support to the kazzek would be fruitless, and sending more would leave us vulnerable. I believe Darnuir has the right of it, Fidelm. Though perhaps, my King, we should keep as many flyers as we can with us. Communication and intelligence are ever the keys to war.”


  “That and supplies,” Cosmo said. “Can we equip this expedition with enough food? How far are they travelling and for how long?”


  The faces of the fairies around the room darkened.


  “Give dem enough to make it to my homeland,” Ochnic said. “Da kazzek have great stores.”


  “How long will it take troll?” Fidelm asked. His eyes swept over the map. “Your people are so secretive that we do not know where your home actually is.”


  Darnuir looked to the Highlands as well. Fidelm was right; there was no indication of any civilisation there. The only standout features were five of the Principal Mountains of Tenalp that resided there, and beyond them, at the rim of the region, lay a confusing strand titled only the Uncharted Wastes. Darnuir suddenly had a wave of sympathy for the soldiers he was sending to this part of the world. What dangers would await them there while he remained in the mapped and comfortable parts of Tenalp? The impending invasion notwithstanding, he knew he’d rather be on charted ground, in places where he could plan ahead and understand.


  We do not have much choice. The Highlands must be held and the kazzek defended.


  “A month of food will be enough, I dink,” Ochnic said. The troll seemed reluctant to reveal the location of his people.


  “Can this be done?” Cosmo asked.


  Kasselle turned to some of her staff beside her and they nodded tersely, their lips pressed together in a thin line.


  “And will those numbers be sufficient to help defend your people?” Darnuir asked the troll.


  Ochnic shrugged his great, gangling body. “Da Chieftains will be pleased to have whatever help de Dragon King will send. Ochnic knows you have your own fights.”


  This creature is more reasonable than half these Council members.


  “I am glad to hear it,” he told the troll.


  “There is an issue of command,” Blaine said. “I am happy to offer several choice candidates.”


  Doubtless this would be from his Light Bearers. Darnuir, however, felt this was his idea, his expedition. He would have someone he could personally trust. “I thank you, Blaine, but I already had someone in mind.” The Guardian’s face remained passive. “Garon!” Darnuir continued, catching the hunter’s eye.


  All turned towards the man. “Me, Darnuir?” Garon said in genuine disbelief.


  “The kazzek are in great peril,” said Darnuir. “I have never known anyone so passionate in helping those in need. I intend to send the Boreac Hunters on this mission as they are more used to the cold than most. They will know you, trust you, as I will. Crescent Hunters and Cairlav Hunters will also accompany you.”


  Garon was evidently unsure and looked to Cosmo.


  “I’ll be sorry to fight this war without you,” Cosmo told him, “but I agree with Darnuir. I’d feel better knowing as fine a hunter as you were holding our flanks. You’ve led men before.”


  “Not a small army…” said Garon.


  “Think of it like a very large patrol,” Darnuir said. “Think of it however you choose, but I’m afraid I am giving you no choice.” The authority in his voice was clear. It offered no rebuke.


  “I for one am all for it,” offered Griswald. “Can’t stand all this sweating we’ve been doing since leaving the mountains. We’ll all be with you, lad.”


  “Cosmo always intended for you to take over from him if he were ever made Captain,” Rufus added encouragingly.


  Garon nodded. “Very well.”


  “Then it is settled,” Darnuir said, relishing the achievement. He stood up and moved some of the dragon, fairy, and hunter figurines far into the northern Highlands on the great map before them. He moved up all of the white and grey painted figures, representing the Boreac Hunters, but kept around half of the red and yellow ones beside the Argent Tree for now.


  Neither Blaine nor Fidelm protested any further but their expressions showed they held reservations. Three thousand dragons, supported by one thousand hunters and fairies. It would have to suffice.


  “This may be a good opportunity to refresh ourselves,” Kasselle said in her melodic voice. Without any further word or gesture, the doors opened and in poured fairies, carrying their customary food and chilled water. An enticing smell reached Darnuir, more wonderful than any he had picked up in the forest. The fairies seemed to avoid meat for the most part but his nose sensed it now. Along with the bread, nuts and fruit came three large, steaming trays of venison, roasted in pears and berries, resting on beds of wilted spinach. The sauce was red and sweet. Darnuir had not eaten half so well since the demons had begun assaulting the Boreac Mountains.


  Ochnic lunged forward for a handful of hard nuts and placed them before himself on the table. He sniffed curiously at them before mashing them down with his fist. He tried to scoop up the remnants with his fingers but the pieces kept escaping him. Most of the table turned to watch the troll. Kasselle smiled politely and continued with her meal. Fidelm, on the other hand, was openly offended, staring incredulously at Ochnic.


  Brackendon cleared his throat with a loud cough. “Ah, my friend,” the wizard said, getting the troll’s attention. Brackendon made a show of putting a whole nut into his mouth. Ochnic seized more to imitate but did not seem to like the taste very much. Nervous-looking servants dished up his share of the meat, which he attacked more greedily, ignoring the cutlery. He made a sound of disgust at the sweet sauce but scrapped it off using a finger and began shovelling it away all the same. Fidelm carefully but deliberately placed down his utensils in protest. Darnuir began to wonder about the General. What sort of hardened warrior was upset by loud chewing? How long had it been since he was bloodied in battle? Perhaps he would not have the General join his Praetorians after all, even if only in a ceremonial capacity.


  After their food, silver shimmer brew was served, and even some small measure of plum-coloured wine. Cosmo declined drink for the first time in Darnuir’s memory.


  “I’d rather have my head clear,” he claimed. Griswald gladly took Cosmo’s share and the discourse began to circle around more immediate threats.


  “The burning of eastern Val’tarra is a grave insult,” Fidelm announced. “We must drive Castallan’s demons away.”


  “How large is the force roaming at the edge of the forest?” Cosmo asked.


  “We cannot be certain but our outrunners suggest it is the bulk of Castallan’s strength,” Blaine said. “Raymond noted in his letter that the force initially besieging Inverdorn was forty thousand strong. My guess would be that at least ten thousand still remain at the city to keep it under threat, meaning there would be thirty thousand currently rampaging through the eastern portion of Val’tarra.”


  “Thirty thousand demons seems like too great a number to attack directly,” Cosmo said. “However, if we could relieve the city of Inverdorn then we would gain access to some well-needed reinforcements.”


  “I’m afraid I must protest,” said Kasselle, leaning forward and casting a hand over the demon carvings at the edge of her beloved forest. “With every pure tree that is burned, my people grow more restless and afraid. If you march south to Inverdorn instead of east, the demons will only have free reign to cause more destruction. Perhaps the Argent Tree itself will come under threat.”


  “There is no obvious option,” Brackendon added. “We either leave Val’tarra vulnerable by moving to Inverdorn or, by marching to face the larger host, we risk the demons re-joining their forces to crush us in the field or destroy the city.”


  “But can we afford to lose Inverdorn?” Cosmo asked. “Besides the population, it has vast, granary stores from the Crescent, the boats needed to shift supplies easily, and it commands the loch.”


  “It is a hard decision,” said Blaine. “There are dragons in peril there as well; maybe even more than Raymond estimated. Yet we cannot allow the forest to be freely attacked.”


  Darnuir scanned the map once more, losing track of the conversation around the table. He had a gut feeling on what they would have to do. Even before coming to the Council, he had been sure there was only one path they could take. The older part of himself was sure at least and, in these matters, he trusted those instincts.


  He rose to his feet in order to command the room. “The demons have divided their forces. We should follow suit.”


  Everyone gathered stared at him as if he were slightly mad.


  “We are weak enough as it is,” Fidelm said, evidently trying to keep the disbelief out of his voice. “We just agreed to dispatch forces to the Highlands. You would have us divide our army again?”


  Darnuir held Fidelm’s gaze, knowing this was the right move to make.


  “You would have us hit Castallan’s army with everything we have, Fidelm,” Darnuir stated. “You would have us defend your homeland. I respect that and I understand. Yet even then there is no guarantee of victory with our numbers. We have to act with more cunning.” He turned to Blaine. “Recently, you showed me what happened when one rashly charges a foe. A total victory in the field is unlikely, unless Brevia has already sent its army west and that we do not know.” He got to his feet and moved to better position himself over the map and figures. “The commander who leads these demons, Zarl, I believe is his name, is careful. If we march to Inverdorn then we lose the forest. If we march to save the forest then all he need do is send enough of his demons back to destroy the city, while still having enough to either meet us in battle or harry us. In the end, we might lose everything.”


  “How bleak,” Kymethra said, joining the conversation. “I have recovered well from my illness. I could fly with all speed to Brevia. At least then we might know if Arkus is sending aid.”


  “You cannot fly fast enough,” Brackendon told her.


  “My people cannot bear the drain on our resources for much longer, Kymethra,” Kasselle said. “I’m afraid a decision must be made today.”


  “That is why I say we split our forces further,” Darnuir continued. “The demons at Inverdorn number far less than those ravaging Val’tarra. If Fidelm takes the four thousand fairies we have to hand—”


  “I would rather have my vengeance on those who are burning my homeland,” the General announced.


  “And you will,” Darnuir assured him. “You will if we win. If we lose, and lose anywhere at this stage, we are all done.” He picked up the remaining blue painted carvings and moved them to Inverdorn. “Have flyers enter the city and tell the garrison to prepare for battle. The moment your own forces engage the besiegers, they are to join you. You will have four thousand fairies with you; combined with those trapped in the city, it should be enough to crush the demons there if they are attacked from two sides.” He optimistically removed the demon figures from Inverdorn.


  “A fair strategy, Darnuir,” Blaine said. “Yet, without the support of the fairies, I fear our march east will be suicidal, if that is what you intend.”


  “I do intend it,” Darnuir said, “but it will not be suicide. A headlong charge is surely doomed to fail and so we must not act like dragons usually do.”


  “Our greatest asset is our strength and speed,” Blaine said.


  “You can run hard and fast into the snow drifts, Blaine,” said Darnuir, “but eventually, it will envelope you. But there are other ways to take down a lumbering foe.” He picked up the remaining golden dragon figures and the bow carvings that represented the Cairlav and Crescent Hunters. He moved them east of the Argent Tree over to where the demons were situated, at the area now dubbed painfully by the fairies as the Charred Vale; that section of the forest, which the demons had burned. “The remaining twelve thousand dragons and one thousand hunters will harass the main demon force. We lure them into the trees where their numbers count for less. We hit them hard and then we run. We wheel elsewhere and do it again. Our speed will still be our strength. Hit a dire bear with enough arrows and it will flee or fall. If by some miracle we catch this leader of theirs then we may even cut the head off the beast.”


  “Yes,” Cosmo said, “use the forest to our advantage. This blood-armoured man who leads them hopes to draw us out. He wants us in the open but we should not oblige him.”


  “Much more will burn,” Darnuir said to Fidelm, “but it is our best chance. If we can force the demons to retreat, in order to draw us fully out then, so long as you have relieved Inverdorn, our two forces will be able to manoeuvre freely and pincer the remaining demons between us.”


  “And hit them from both sides,” said Blaine, also rising and sweeping away the black demon figures representing Castallan’s forces from the map.


  “This blood-armoured character, this Zarl, believes he has us cornered,” Darnuir said. “He thinks that either way we act, he will win. I’d see that turned upon him.”


  “Now this is the Darnuir I remember,” Brackendon said. “Only less foul-tempered. Should have reverted time on you long ago.”


  A little, niggling voice crept up into Darnuir’s thoughts. Watch your tongue, wizard, or I will have it drawn. Trying not to show anything was wrong, Darnuir shook his head and returned his attention to the table.


  “It’s hardly guaranteeing success,” he added cautiously, “but I believe it is the best chance we have.”


  There was a silence that seemed to amount to assent. Everyone was drinking in the plan.


  “Ochnic knows not de ways of dragon warriors,” the troll said, “but dis plan seems good. Break da demons into smaller chunks and dey will be easier to swallow.” He bared his pointed teeth in a foreboding grin.


  “Those who cannot fight may remain here,” Kasselle said. “We are not so starved of resources as to turn away children and those in need. They will be safest here for now.”


  “Good,” Darnuir said. “A large refugee train would slow us too much and be agonising to defend.”


  “What comes after?” Garon wondered aloud. “Even if this scheme works, Castallan will still remain at the Bastion and then you will have Rectar’s invasion fleet to contend with.”


  “We must hope that Arkus has assembled the full strength of humanity at Brevia and will be ready to join us,” Kasselle said.


  “The capital should be our first destination after relieving pressure on Val’tarra,” Cosmo said. “We will soon know one way or the other.”


  “Raymond must have informed Arkus of the impeding invasion by now,” Darnuir said. “My memories of Arkus are not favourable, yet I imagine he has an instinct for survival like the rest of us. No offence,” he directed at Cosmo, with only the smallest hint of a smirk.


  “None taken,” Cosmo said. “Brevia’s fleet will also be critical to our chances of halting this invasion, as will the ships of the Lord of the Isles.”


  “The war for Tenalp will soon be upon us,” Blaine announced.


  Chapter 27


  TO START A WAR


  THE FIRST COLUMNS of dragons and the remaining Cairlav, Crescent and Boreac Hunters had already begun their long march east under Blaine’s command as Brackendon approached the Argent Tree. Twelve thousand dragons and one thousand hunters comprised this force. Fidelm was taking his fairies south then east towards Inverdorn, a group nearly four thousand strong. At the bottom of the enormous tree stood Darnuir, Garon, Cassandra and the frost troll, Ochnic.


  He vowed to ask Cassandra more about her encounter with the troll. He was desperately sorry that the troll would leave before he could make more inquiries. There was much to the north that remained shrouded in mystery. Cascade energy was thought to still pour forth raw up there, but few who ventured in search of it ever returned; those who did were often broken or scarred in some other fashion. It is for the best, he assured himself. Though he considered the lure of the magical springs of the north to be purely scholarly, he knew better than to fool himself. I’d try it, I’d take it. The urge would be too great to resist.


  Addiction to Cascade energy was a hard battle to win. Few wizards or apprentices were ever truly able to give it up. After all, what was the hurt of drawing on a little here or there when you had a staff to easily handle trifling uses? Staff trees tended to lie in some unknown location in Val’tarra, hidden safe amongst the dense forest. Few had even been granted Brackendon’s opportunity for a clean break. It had been a terrible hardship for a time that seemed to stretch on forever, though it had only been a matter of months in truth. Yet the waters of the Avvorn had helped him through the final stages. The minute amounts of Cascade energy within it had helped him fend off the worst of his cravings until now, when he no longer needed it at all. Kymethra too had thankfully made a speedy recovery once in the forest, though she had never felt the cruel sting of a long-term addiction. Without a staff and full training, she had always been more cautious. Having seen what breaking had done to him, Kymethra had no desire to go further. Death was preferable.


  Brackendon’s relief at the lifting of his addiction felt both a blessing and a curse, although he often wondered what his role really was now. His place on the Council the night before was due to his status as the last of the wizards. Yet, without a staff, he could offer no more than some counsel on Castallan, of which he regrettably knew little. The man was a traitor, that was all he knew for certain. A murderous traitor; too hungry for power. Yet a small part of Brackendon felt something akin to sympathy for him. Perhaps Castallan’s own addiction had grown too great. Perhaps he was as much a slave to his own magical needs now? If he was, Brackendon would only have a sliver of sympathy for that traitor.


  If he, Brackendon, was the last wizard, then his order was truly finished. I ‘was’ the last wizard. Without a staff, I am no wielder of the Cascade.


  It was a curious thing indeed, for he could not fathom the road ahead of him now, nor indeed could he imagine what Kasselle would want with him personally. Or so he told himself. There could still be one reason why the Queen of Fairies would demand a private meeting at the eleventh hour. Her summons was clasped in his grip, his fingers thankful for something to hold onto. Occasionally, they did still itch to feel smooth wood between them. And would I even want that now? Fear flickered in the back of his mind, as did anticipation.


  As he drew up beside the congregated party, he saw Darnuir handing a tightly-bound scroll to Garon.


  “Your orders, Garon,” Darnuir said sternly. “Aid these kazzek in securing their lands and the north from the demons. Use your best judgement on how to do this, but it is imperative that the Highlands are held.”


  “You are placing a lot of trust in me,” Garon said.


  “Cosmo always did,” Darnuir said. “I trust you as much as I trust him. Unless you too have some secret identity?”


  “Sorry to disappoint,” said Garon, then, more seriously. “I’ve known I would one day be taking orders from you, yet still it feels as though it has come about all too suddenly.”


  “Part of me feels the same way,” Darnuir said. “Another part sees this as only natural. One day, I will figure out how to reconcile myself.” Darnuir leaned in closer to Garon to whisper something that Brackendon could not hear.


  Brackendon continued on his journey further into the tree, only briefly glimpsing Cassandra trying to get Ochnic to shake her hand.


  The journey up the walkway was long and arduous to reach the top. Before the end was in sight, he had to stop to catch his breath, and he yearned a little then for the power to quicken his pace. It was a relief to reach his destination.


  Kasselle’s throne room was a spacious but simple chamber, naturally well-lit with large openings in the side of the Argent Tree. Like much of the fairy capital, everything in the room appeared carved out from the very wood of the tree in which it resided. The throne was no exception. It rose high to allow the Queen to sit above all in the room, its silver roots weaving upwards into a fine stem and then a blooming flower, whose keenly detailed petals faced proudly out towards those approaching. A rich blue rug ran from the entranceway to where Kasselle sat. At the base of the throne lay a long, thin crate. Brackendon’s pulse quickened as he saw it.


  “I will not insult your intelligence, Brackendon,” Kasselle said by way of greeting. “I’m sure you are aware why I have summoned you.”


  He could not tear his eyes away from the long crate. “I have my suspicions, my lady,” he said. “Though I fear that those suspicions will come true.”


  “You fear I will give you a gift?” Kasselle said.


  “Not if that gift is one of books or clothes,” he said, “but if it is one of silver wood…”


  “What are you afraid of?” the Queen asked gently. “You have already suffered the worst a wizard can.”


  “Precisely, my lady. It is why I would avoid the risk of suffering it again.”


  “You were not afraid when you first recovered,” Kasselle noted.


  “I had a task to complete then. I had Darnuir to retrieve.”


  “And you performed it admirably,” said Kasselle. “Even if you did keep it from me for such a length of time. However, there is one last charge that lies upon you.”


  Brackendon hesitated. “I will accompany Darnuir, Cosmo and the Guardian as they attempt to put this world to right. I will give them my best counsel, but I do not see what more I alone can achieve.”


  “Please do not be so obtuse, Brackendon. You are not aware of what you might add as one who commands the Cascade?”


  “Less than you might add, my lady,” he told her. “If you were to take this gift as your own.”


  Kasselle shook her head. “You know I would never do that. My people long gave up magic in such a way. But there remains a wizard that must be dealt with, Brackendon. Who will fight him but you?”


  “I’m certain that Darnuir and Blaine could—”


  “You know that is not the answer.”


  He did.


  “Do you not desire to see him fall?” Kasselle asked.


  “Of course I do,” he said. “But I do not seek it out of some vendetta. Please understand, my lady, I wasted half my life as a broken man. I’d rather live what I have left in full without the burden of it. Only now I am free of it do I understand how much it affected me.”


  Kasselle gazed down upon him, almost as a mother might. “So you would let your kind, your order fade into history? Assuming Castallan is stopped, there will be none like yourself left to carry on.”


  “The world may benefit from a lack of wizards,” Brackendon said bitterly. “What good has our order ever done? Of late, it has only led to more woe.”


  “And it has also saved it. Had you not been there for Darnuir, he would have died, and without him, we might all have been lost.” She leaned forward from her beautiful chair. She gave him a radiant smile from her perfect face, appearing forever young, despite being more than thrice his own age. “It is not the power that corrupts, Brackendon. It is the fault of the one who wields it.”


  “Why must you try and tempt me?” he sighed.


  “I will not,” Kasselle said more seriously. “Were you true in your conviction, you would have left the moment you saw what lies before you. I don’t doubt the sincerity of your desires but you know that you must take it. If not for your own sake, or for the sake of our cause, take it for me. My people will not be happy if word gets out what I have done.”


  “My lady?” Brackendon said, confused.


  “Before you lies the most powerful staff ever created,” she said, almost proudly. “I commissioned it to be made from the very core of the Argent Tree, kept safe since my people first hollowed it. Castallan’s own staff was taken only from a branch. Were it that, we could simply cut it away and have done with it…” As Kasselle trailed away in thought, Brackendon took several measured steps towards the crate.


  He could not deny he was enticed by the thought of having a new staff, and one more powerful. It was one thing to believe he was over magic when the option of drawing on it was unavailable. Now the chance was here before him, it suddenly seemed a lot harder to remember why he had not wanted this. Was it really better without? He found it hard to say for sure. He was only a few paces away. He was in arms reach of the crate.


  “No!” he said sharply, wrenching his hand back and twisting around. Kymethra was there. How long has she been there for?


  A lone tear bubbled as she spoke. “Neither of us will ever truly be free of it, Brackers,” she said faintly. “Take it. At least you might do some good.”


  “I thought you might need some extra persuasion,” Kasselle said. Her voice was hard and flat, quite unlike her usual self. In that moment, Brackendon hated her.


  “And what happens when all my hair turns white; when my skin begins to crinkle before its time; when my whole arm burns black?” he said to Kymethra, extending his mutilated hand and forearm – the sign of his breaking.


  “Then I’ll still love you,” she told him. “I swear.”


  Brackendon fought back tears of his own as he caught her eye. He pulled in a fierce breath through his nose to stifle them, and turned back resolutely to the crate. An eerie silver light seemed to radiate out as he lifted the lid. The shaft was elegant and smooth, like his old staff had been. Lifting it, the wood felt sturdier but yet lighter. Towards the top, the grain shone with a natural fierceness, so bright that it might have been made of diamond. His itching fingers clasped around his new staff and a vigour flooded him like nothing he had ever experienced before.


  ***


  The march east should have taken more than a week at a good pace. The dragons and those hunters with them had nearly traversed the distance now in only four. Darnuir and Blaine had pressed them all on relentlessly. For Brackendon, the journey had proven no issue. Movement and speed were cheap and required little Cascade energy. A short prolonged usage to boost himself in this way was nothing for his new staff. Kymethra soared high above them, ranging further out than the outrunners could, as they had to weave in amongst the trees. Each day brought them closer to the demons. Their unremitting advance was spurred on in the hope that the demons would not notice they had divided their forces. This army of remaining hunters and dragons had to begin harassing the main demon host before Fidelm arrived within striking distance of Inverdorn.


  The effort was taking its toll, though it was nothing when compared to the run from Torridon. All dragons were holding up well but the hunters were beginning to flag. Even getting dragons to carry their gear, they simply couldn’t keep going any longer. Cosmo had made it clear that he could not force his hunters further that day or they would be less than useless if battle came. Reports spoke of a number of demon parties venturing west, deeper into Val’tarra, and at a considerable distance away from the body of the horde at the Charred Vale. Blaine had peeled off dragons to strike at them, while Darnuir remained behind with the majority of their forces as they made camp for the night. Brackendon observed how Darnuir would now move through the ranks, be they human or dragon, offering encouragement, speaking with them, helping hunters carry heavy loads. He still wore his leathers. Was it a symbolic measure? With the Dragon’s Blade at his side, bulky, red and menacing, and his white hunter garments, he certainly stood out clearly, no matter which race he was among.


  Within a reasonably-sized glade, he observed Darnuir, intently watching a selection of dragons duelling. Those practicing seemed young and not as stoned-faced as the elder generation. There were some hunters there also, standing anxiously by, no doubt concerned about why they had been summoned. Lira was at Darnuir’s side, pointing and gesturing as the pairs fought. The King noticed Brackendon and approached him.


  “It is good to see you looking so lively, Brackendon. I imagine you must feel much more like your old self again?”


  “Better than I have ever felt in fact,” Brackendon said. “We will find out soon enough if it is worth the trade-off.”


  “Trade-off?” Darnuir asked.


  “Between freedom and the power to help,” Brackendon said. “I wonder, Darnuir. Have you felt the effects of magic yet?”


  “The bitter aftertaste is hardly pleasant,” was all Darnuir said.


  Oh my boy, what horrors may yet await you? “I was referring more to its addictive quality.”


  “Not as yet,” said Darnuir. “Though I have barely drawn on it. In truth, I find it hard to control.”


  “Does it feel like a flood when you reach out for it?” Brackendon asked.


  “Yes,” said Darnuir. “At Torridon especially, I felt as though I would drown in it. As if it were physically filling my lungs. I have not had the chance to learn much from Blaine yet.”


  “Perhaps I can offer some advice,” Brackendon said. “To think of there being a door that holds back the sea of magic is a crude comparison but apt enough. Most apprentices describe the sensation as a ‘flood’, as did I when I first trained. All it means is that you cannot control the flow properly. Rather than throwing that door open, you must learn to hold it only slightly ajar; a little more when you require a fraction more energy, and so forth. Control the flow, Darnuir, and it should never overwhelm you.”


  “Blaine says the Blades are second to none when it comes to processing Cascade energy.”


  “Having seen Blaine in action, I am inclined to agree,” said Brackendon. “The danger lies in using so much energy that you poison yourself; go far enough and you break.”


  “Blaine said nothing of either of us having to worry about that.”


  Brackendon considered for a moment. “If all you draw upon it for is to enhance your speed, your strength and to fuel the fire from your sword then I doubt you will ever draw on too much at any one point. Movement and destruction are cheap after all.”


  Darnuir nodded intently. “Control the flow,” he murmured. “Thank you, Brackendon. I shall try and master this.”


  “Take it easy at first,” Brackendon warned. “Your kind are not as resilient to poisons in general, and magic is a potent venom.”


  Darnuir looked as though he wanted to say more but the trainees in the glade stopped their practice and pointed to the sky. Smoke crept above the treeline in the distance.


  “The demons must be close.”


  As it turned out, there had been little to fear. Blaine’s dragons had been on their way back from smashing the demons further afield and had soundly crushed this closer group as well. At Cosmo’s request, they had all met at once in his personal tent.


  “A few hundred perhaps,” the Guardian had announced. “No spectres though, as far as I could tell. We were vigilant. The last thing we need is them moving swiftly under cloud cover to blow our position.”


  “I’d say, as a first test of our strategy, things went well, all considered,” Darnuir said.


  “Well enough, Darnuir, but these victories are insignificant,” Cosmo noted. “I also feel it was too easy. The lack of spectres is unusual, particularly for larger groups.”


  “If they are primarily sent out to burn trees it is unlikely that they need much direction,” said Darnuir.


  “Maybe…” Cosmo said, seemingly on edge.


  “Is something wrong?” Brackendon asked.


  “Some of the hunters are unaccounted for,” Cosmo said.


  “Deserters?” said Blaine coldly.


  “Could be,” Cosmo said, “or it could be worse,” he added ominously.


  “Traitors?” Darnuir said.


  “I wouldn’t want to say for sure,” Cosmo said. “But around three score have gone missing since making camp.”


  “Not being as familiar with the Cairlav or Crescent Hunters likely won’t help the matter,” Darnuir said, pinching the spot between his eyes.


  “I imagine it would be too hopeful to assume that they are simply lost in the woods? Blaine may have dealt with the demons but more were surely close behind,” Brackendon said.


  “A few may well return but…” Cosmo looked to Darnuir, his expression wrought with anxiety, “the majority of those missing are Boreac men and women. Balack and Cassandra are also unaccounted for.”


  “I thought you trusted your own men entirely!” Blaine demanded.


  “I do,” Cosmo said. “But those with us are the remnants of Scythe’s men, and I never found the time to get to know them well. It is why Garon allowed them to stay behind.”


  “Balack is no traitor,” Darnuir said throatily.


  “I’d find it impossible to believe as well,” Cosmo agreed. “But Cassandra…”


  “Is not either!” Darnuir said. “You trusted her well enough yourself, Cosmo; you let her take care of your son!”


  “As well I did not leave him with her today,” Cosmo said. From his cot nearby, Cullen wailed as they disturbed his sleep.


  “He would have made a prized hostage,” Brackendon said. “The grandson of Arkus.”


  “I refuse to believe it,” Darnuir said. “If Balack is missing too then they are likely off somewhere together—” Yet even this thought seemed to stick in the King’s throat.


  He must still have a soft spot for the girl.


  “Often, it is those we best trust who disappoint us the most,” Blaine added gravely. “We cannot feel as betrayed by strangers.”


  “Then we should find them,” Darnuir said, making to leave the tent.


  “Stop,” said Blaine adamantly. “I have been very impressed with you of late, boy. Do not ruin that.”


  Darnuir’s face flashed red as he stalked towards the Guardian. “You will not call me ‘boy’ again.” His eyes were full of anger. Suddenly, Brackendon felt as though it were twenty years ago.


  “I will refrain when you stop acting like one,” Blaine said. “This girl evidently still has an effect on you. You cannot let some pretty human—”


  “Oh you think that is why I was about to go search for them?” Darnuir said defensively. “Surely we must catch them all?”


  “If even one is akin to Raymond’s brother then they are likely well out of our reach by now,” Cosmo said.


  “We should move as soon as possible,” Blaine said. “Your plan is a good one, Darnuir, but it requires us to strike before the demons become aware we intend to hit them in multiple places. Have your hunters rested Cosmo?”


  “Barely, but needs must.”


  “Then we should march through the night,” Blaine insisted.


  “Go ahead,” Darnuir said. “I can catch up easily enough.” He stormed out of the tent.


  The Guardian of Tenalp and the Prince of Humanity both looked to Brackendon.


  “I may have rebirthed him but I am not responsible for him!” he reminded them both. Though he was only half jesting. “I shall go after him,” he sighed, leaving the tent after Darnuir.


  Darnuir must have torn off at some speed to escape him. Everyone Brackendon asked seemed to remember the King running in a different direction. Testimonials from the hunters were varied and Brackendon couldn’t help but feel suspicious of every one of them. As the height of his frustration came a scream ripped through the trees. Immediately, he hurtled towards it, drawing on a powerful bust of speed, enough to leave his mouth a little bitter, even with his new staff. He knew others were following him, also drawn towards the scream, but he left them well behind.


  He found them not far from the northern edge of their camps. The situation was disquieting. Balack had suffered some head wound: dark blood mingled with hair on one side. The hunter stood a touch too close to Darnuir, whose shoulders were high and squared aggressively. Cassandra was a little away from the pair, her face stricken with worry.


  “Darnuir,” she begged, “he’s not one of them. How could you think that?”


  “I have to be sure,” Darnuir said. “Faking an injury would be an ideal cover.”


  “D-Darnuir?” Balack stammered, half-dazed.


  “Just tell me what you were doing out here,” Darnuir demanded. “Tell me and we can put it to rest.”


  “I was… I was just…” Balack struggled, “gathering firewood. Something hit me.”


  “It’s true!” Cassandra exclaimed. “I came looking for him when he did not return.”


  “How can I be sure?”


  “You trust me and not him?” Cassandra said incredulously. “He’s nothing but loyal to you. Not that he should trust you as earnestly after what happened with Eve—” She slapped a hand over her mouth to stop herself, her eyes popped wide, but the damage was done.


  Brackendon drew closer to the three of them, staff held before him. “Nothing seems amiss Darnuir,” he said, trying to bring a calm voice to the proceedings. “We ought to get Balack aid; he is confused and hurt.”


  “What does she mean?” Balack said, a sinister edge to his voice. He seemed to have rallied his senses. No Balack, Brackendon thought desperately. Leave it. Leave it! Whatever it is, just leave it be.


  “Nothing,” Darnuir said, stepping away.


  “What does she mean?” Balack demanded.


  “Nothing!” Cassandra tried to say, but her look of horror and guilt gave her away.


  “Darnuir,” Brackendon said slowly, “I think we should return.”


  “Yes,” Darnuir said. He made to turn and Brackendon almost joined him when Balack’s hand caught Darnuir’s shoulder.


  “What does she mean?”


  Darnuir, wheeled around, angered again. The look he gave Balack was threatening. “I think deep down you already know.”


  “I’ve been so understanding,” Balack said, his voice of purest loathing. “Poor Darnuir, with your burden, your heavy sword, your headaches, all this change happening so quickly! But really, you were always like this, weren’t you? Just an arrogant, stuck-up dragon.”


  Darnuir’s backhand blow lifted Balack clean off his feet and sent him face down into the leaves. “And you are just some weak human.”


  Cassandra gasped.


  “Enough!” Brackendon cried.


  Darnuir rounded on him then, his mouth opening in some fresh fury. Brackendon blew Darnuir backwards, sending him crashing halfway up the trunk of a blackened tree. The King rose and Brackendon tossed leaves up around him. Not merely a handful but every fallen leaf in sight. He twisted his staff in his hands as he whipped up a hurricane of damp foliage. He let the wind howl through the forest around them as he kept Darnuir locked in place. Over the din of the air, Brackendon heard a faint “release me” but he ignored it. He lifted Darnuir, encased in his leafy prison, high into the air, until he disappeared above the canopy. Then he felt the Cascade surging around his body, draining rapidly through his arm towards his shining staff, but there was too much of it and he could feel the fire blaze within him. He eased the door of his mind shut, stemming the flow of magic, enjoying the euphoric feeling before the inevitable bitter and dry mouth.


  He shut the door completely.


  The wind ceased and the leaves began to float back down to the ground. Darnuir fell quicker. He hurtled to the earth but Brackendon caught him just before he hit the ground, manipulating the air beneath Darnuir to keep him afloat. He held him there for a second before letting go. Brackendon cricked his neck as his body contorted from the magic. He shook his free arm as if he could wring himself dry. The first moments after the high of releasing magic were always the worst.


  “Enough,” he said again.


  Darnuir groaned as he picked himself up. All the abrupt rage had vanished from his eyes. He looked ashamed. He waded through the leaves around him to Balack’s side. Cassandra, crouched beside him, had propped Balack’s head up onto her knees. Balack wheezed and coughed as Darnuir gently lifted him up, carrying him back to camp.


  ***


  Two days later, the army set up camp at the foot of the northern hill of the newly-dubbed Charred Vale. More skirmishes along the way had bolstered their spirits, and morale was high as the later afternoon sun beat down on the troops constructing their camps. By tradition, each legion of dragons would have its own camp but, for reasons of space and security, Blaine had ordered that there be two camps with six thousand dragons in each. Roll calls were more strictly conducted now and the hunters especially were checked four times daily. No bodies had been found in the woods, confirming their suspicions that those hunters who had departed must have deserted. So far, there had been no more, but Blaine and Cosmo were rightly concerned about insurgents who might remain. Still, Blaine was satisfied with their progress and Kymethra had recently returned with favourable news. This time, they had gathered in Blaine’s tent, the usual maps and figurines on the tables before them.


  “Looks to me as though they are delving south but deeper into the forest,” she had told them. “Might be they are really trying to provoke a reaction from us, or perhaps they are just upping the amount of forest they want to clear. Either way, they have stretched themselves out quite thin. I’d say they will crack quite easily if we shock them with several hard attacks.”


  “Show us precisely please,” Cosmo asked. Kymethra placed the black and red painted demon figures in a rough line, which, with the two hills of the vale, looked something like a smile.


  “Obviously, under the trees, I cannot tell exactly where they are, but the smoke gave me a good enough indication.”


  Cosmo made a sucking noise through his teeth. “It seems strange that they should arrange themselves like this. There is the potential that they mean to surround us. If those deserters were spies, it might be they know our intentions.”


  Blaine examined the map. “Our true plans have been closely guarded, yet that is no guarantee that those that knew were not overheard. So long as we have warning of their movements, we should be able to puncture a hole in any net sent to trap us.”


  “I’ll stay in flight as much as I can,” Kymethra offered.


  “Are you sure?” Brackendon asked. “You seem worn out. Perhaps a rest for now?”


  “I’m alright, Brackers,” she said, giving his hand a hard squeeze. “A short break and some food and I’ll be all feathers and talons again.”


  “All for the good,” Blaine said, “for I have need of you to take word to Fidelm with all haste.” He handed her a sealed scroll. “Grant him permission to begin the relief of Inverdorn as soon as both his forces and those troops inside the city are ready to engage the enemy. We’re close enough here to pursue the demons, should they withdraw towards Inverdorn, but more likely, we will make our own move sooner rather than late.”


  “Has Darnuir been informed?” Cosmo asked.


  “The boy is likely off sulking again,” Blaine said.


  “He’s quite distressed by what came over him, Blaine,” Brackendon said. “Perhaps you ought to be helping him through this, rather than allowing him to self-soothe.”


  “And what do you want me to do?”


  “I wouldn’t know,” Brackendon said. “Whatever you did to unlock his memories is your area of expertise and beyond my knowledge.”


  “His situation is unprecedented,” Blaine grumbled, as if excusing himself.


  “All the more reason to be active in aiding your King!” Brackendon said.


  “Are you defending his actions?” Blaine asked.


  “Of course not, yet surely we do not want further incidents? Ignoring the problem will not make it go away.”


  “I’ll have a word with him,” Cosmo said. “Dranus knows it has been long enough since we spoke openly.”


  “Send the message, Kymethra,” Blaine sighed, making it clear he wanted the others gone.


  The sun was making its descent west, marking the end to the day, when Kymethra was ready to leave.


  “Fly high,” Brackendon told her, as always. “And fly back to me.”


  She kissed him. “Try not to kill too many demons. Leave some for the army.”


  He watched her go, soaring south towards the distant smoke trails of the demon host. He kept watching until she became a speck on the horizon and then finally vanished. The sun had almost faded by then and torches began to be lit within the camp. Sentries swapped their positions on makeshift towers, while the edge of the dugout ditch was lined with sharpened stakes, hurriedly assembled at the insistence of Cosmo. His instincts were good. He might have been a hunter but knew when he was the hunted.


  Brackendon was glad Cosmo had decided to take up his true mantle. Life as a semi-alcoholic bear slayer was not fulfilling his true potential. His grand return might even kick some life back into Arkus and spur humanity on. Brackendon was making his way leisurely along what the dragons called the via secundi, literally meaning the way of the second, which referred to the Prince. As Darnuir was King, the accommodation normally reserved for the crown Prince of Dragons was being used by Cosmo and his son, Cullen. The forest had not allowed the dragons to construct their camps as they would have liked, but despite the cramped space between the forest and the hill, they had made an attempt at it. As the sun set from the sky, he heard a cry reverberate around the men.


  “Fire! Fire!”


  Brackendon pivoted around, expecting to see the treeline ablaze and the demons emerging in droves. But nothing was out there. Swords screeched behind him. The cries of “Fire” morphed into the screams of battle. When he returned to face along the Prince’s road, he saw smoke issuing up from near the centre of the camp. A horn blew loudly across the night.


  A horn that sounded an attack.


  Chapter 28


  WHEN PLANS GO WRONG


  DUSK WAS DRAWING close when Cassandra crested the top of the hill. A solitary tree grew at its peak, towering and natural in colour. Here, at the edge of the forest, silver trees were sparse, a situation aggravated by the recent burnings. The vale to the south was now a smouldering landscape, sloping gradually into the river Dorain. Far off, the twin hill of the vale could be seen, although the dwindling light made it more difficult to behold with each passing second. Only recently, this hill had risen proudly from a sea of green. Now, half its side was burnt away and only a portion of its southwestern side remained untouched.


  She drew in long breaths, glad of the freshness of the air so high up. It almost had a sweet taste at this height. Guards had been posted to her tent and they had taken her sword, but giving them the slip had been easy enough. Despite this, she felt invisible chains tightening around her within the camp, yet up here, she could feel free. There were no wandering eyes, no suspicious eyes, no judgement, no expectations. And no Darnuir. His pursuit of her forgiveness was matched only by her reluctance to face him after what she had revealed to Balack. She hadn’t meant it. It had just slipped out. But what he had done next had been frightening.


  It occurred to her then that she might slip down the hillside, run into the trees and never come back.


  And where would I go? Back to my room atop the Bastion?


  She had felt at ease beneath the Argent Tree but that did not seem an option. The Queen wanted everyone gone; she could send her away or keep her there as a ‘guest’. Cassandra knew full well what that would mean. Another room, another prison; more guards and less life.


  It had been Darnuir who had deflected attention from her and allowed her to feel like she was living her life for the first time. Not even Cosmo seemed to fully trust her anymore. Her fingers wrapped around the little dragon figurine that Trask had given her. She pulled it out and gazed at it. The yellow paint had nearly worn away entirely, as had much of the finer carved detail. A chip was missing here or there. She was pleased to find that looking at it did not fill her with guilt or worry anymore. Cassandra clasped a tight hand around it then brought her arm back before launching the figurine far out over the precipice of the hill. Once more, she peered out over the steep slope into the forest below. In one step, she could be master of her own fate. One step and she could be free.


  She pulled herself back and slumped against the lonely tree she had for company. If she vanished now, she would only validate all the claims against her. She would forever be thought a spy or a traitor. Moreover, Balack was still here and he was her one sure friend in the world. Considering the most recent schism with Darnuir, he would need her, and she would not abandon him.


  And so, she resolved to return to her tiny tent at the edge of the camp. She had no doubt been moved to the edge of the camp so that she could not spy on anyone important. The cover of full darkness would be preferable to sneak back in and, in any case, the fading sun caressing her face was most agreeable. It was warm on her skin and the grass was soft under her. Cassandra had almost reached a point of relaxation when she heard the footsteps. She scrambled to her feet, grasping for a sword that was not there. When she saw who it was, she realised that it would have been useless anyway.


  “How did you find me?” she asked.


  “You’re good at not being seen, Cass,” Darnuir said, “but you need to learn to cover your tracks better.” He stood awkwardly some distance from her. She thought she had done a decent job of it. Damn hunter.


  “Can’t you take a hint,” she said acidly. “I’d rather you left me alone.”


  “And I’d like to apologise.”


  “It’s not me you need to apologise to,” Cassandra said. “It’s your friend you need to beg forgiveness from. Two broken ribs, Darnuir; he’ll be out for weeks.”


  “Over a month I’m told,” Darnuir said painfully. “If healers can be spared then he may recover quicker but…”


  “There will be more wounded soon,” she answered for him.


  “Are we not also friends, Cass?” he asked. “Can I not make amends with you at least?”


  “I don’t know what we are,” she said. “I thought so once but the way you look at me has never been simply friendly.”


  I know what you want.


  He took a few cautious steps towards her. She didn’t try to move. It would be pointless. He took her hand and was gentle enough.


  “When I first met you, I was so unsure of everything and overwhelmed,” Darnuir said. “But I felt better around you. My head did not hurt so much and I could forget for a little while what was happening to me. Honestly, I felt like I was a useless dragon but I could help you and I did. It made me feel like I had done something worthwhile.”


  Cassandra’s nerves began to shake. “And I was very grateful, Darnuir. Yet, what is happening to you scares me.”


  “No one is more afraid than I,” he said. “Cass, I don’t know who I am anymore. I’m not the person you first met, yet I am not my old self. I am not even fully something new. When those outbursts come over me, it frightens me as well.”


  She nodded to show she understood and slowly drew her hand away. She sat herself back down beside the tree, curling her body up defensively. Darnuir sat beside her, a little too close for her liking. His hand quested out, perhaps looking for her own again, but settled to playing with the grass between them. He pulled up a tuft and let it float away in the breeze.


  “Do you wish to leave?” Darnuir asked.


  “Am I still allowed?”


  “No. I’m sorry, Cass, but my hands are tied. I don’t believe you are a spy but I hope you can understand Blaine’s position.”


  “And Cosmo?” she said.


  Darnuir said nothing.


  “It is just as well I do not want to leave,” she continued.


  Darnuir perked up. “You don’t?”


  “Of course not, my friends are here,” she said. “I’ve yet to discover from Brackendon whether there are any texts out there on recent history. Balack is wounded now; I want to keep learning swordplay from Lira, and I’d miss baby Cullen terribly, but—” Cassandra paused, unable to think of what to say in regards to the dragon beside her.


  Darnuir rolled onto his knees, placing an arm against the trunk above her head. “And me, Cass?


  Cassandra turned to study his eyes. His intent was clear and the thought intrigued her. Having seen Brackendon and Kymethra, the notion that another person might make her so happy seemed a more realistic prospect than when it had been something she just read in stories and fables. They had always seemed so artificial, so false. The helpless, swooning girls in those tales often fell madly in love simply because the hero smiled at them. They never mentioned what was in their eyes though. That was where you can truly see. She had seen it in Brackendon, in Kymethra, and even in Balack, when he spoke of the mysterious Eve, whom Cassandra would never know. Something like that glinted in Darnuir’s but it was not the same, it was not as pure. Perhaps one day she would be so happy and perhaps she would not. Right now, she did not care for the vague future. She only cared about the hapless position she found herself in, with a dragon she neither wanted so close nor too far away.


  She must have held his gaze for too long, for he moved his face even closer to hers. Cassandra froze. The last moment to react passed. His kiss was gentle but unwanted, soft but still pressing. Her mouth unwillingly opened a little further and a tremor ran through her.


  She did not know what to do. Her hands lay limp and lifeless at her side, even as she felt his draw up to her hair. It was a terrible situation, trapped between tree and dragon, a prison of bark and white leather, more restraining than all the walls of the Bastion.


  It ended with a horn blast that ripped through the night. Darnuir pulled away to peer back over the camp. Cassandra stared at the blank space over his shoulder, not able to look at him.


  “Fire!” he said in alarm. More horn calls went out. “We’re under attack.” He jumped to his feet, drawing out his sword. “Come! It won’t be safe up here.”


  Cassandra thought it may well be safer up here but she would take a chance to prove she was no agent of Castallan. She was halfway to her feet when Darnuir grabbed her hand and dragged her up. They careened back down the hill, less carefully than either of them had climbed. Darnuir still had her by the hand and she struggled to keep up. Her protests fell on deaf ears and on they flew until she tried to yank her hand free. She jerked her hand from his grip and lost her balance, tumbling backwards.


  She plunged down the hillside as Darnuir’s cry of “Cassandra!” faded away. Violently, she crashed through the undergrowth, cuts ripping at her face and arms. Her vision rolled and rolled again as the slope tossed her. Leaves, then stars; branches then stars; mud then blackness. Her head thudded against something hard but she only continued down; down and down and down, until she grinded slowly to a halt in the soft earth of the forest floor.


  She wanted to move but her body ached. She wanted to cry but even that seemed too difficult. Her eyes blinked open to the dark forest and her ears pricked at the sound of voices.


  “Over here!” one of them said.


  “White leather, she must be a Boreac lass,” another said.


  Rough hands turned her over but her vision was blurred. She thought she saw two men in grainy yellow leathers, but there was a third man standing behind them whose eyes were red. Everything seemed red. Something red oozed out from the mouth of the man who had turned her over. It slopped down over her, obscuring her sight. Then only the man with the red eyes remained. They were eyes that held no secrets. She could read nothing in them.


  “It is her!” the man said to someone she could not see. “Get word to Zarl, we have the Princess!” He bent low to lift her and seemed to do so with no effort. As he hoisted her onto his shoulder, her fingers brushed lightly against something sticking up from the side of his belt. Instinctively she clutched it. He did not seem to notice as the knife punctured his neck. He only gave a gargled gasp of shock as he died, collapsing to the ground. Once again, Cassandra found herself lying on the forest floor but the fear of death had sharpened her senses. Her side was wet and hot with the dead man’s blood and her hands grew slick as she rooted around for his sword. She drew it out, and was relieved that it was of a standard make. She could use it.


  Disorientated, she staggered amongst the trees, her ears still ringing. A gnashing sound rattled from somewhere nearby. She caught the little demon’s rusted sword only by accident as she turned. It reeled back and she struck forward for the kill. She shook her head and it began to clear. Her heart raced like a charging dragon as more enemies approached. She ran. She knew not which way she was going but she ran. They were chasing her, she could hear them coming. Arrows whistled by, but be they from friends or foes, she never knew. She only ran on.


  Before long, she felt the very air around her grow stifling hot and her eyes slammed shut as an inferno blocked her way. She changed course but they were on her then. The demons leaped cackling towards her and she skewered one in mid-air. The second tackled her legs but the weight of its companion on her sword brought her arm down hard on the demon below her. They don’t seem to want to kill me. She kicked the remaining demon and then sprinted on. The fires were throwing up dancing shadows all around now. Not shadows! Even as she had the thought, spectres emerged seemingly out of nowhere, three or maybe four. Her only advantage was their strange aversion to harming her. One tried to knock her sword aside but she held on, screaming as she threw everything she had behind her counter blow. It killed one and injured another. The next spectre to try and touch her lost its arm but the remaining foe vanished. Dark hands grabbed her from behind, almost invisible in the night. She kicked and struggled but she could not break free. More spectres appeared, disarmed her, and dragged her off.


  They must have been moving south for the sounds of battle grew more distant. The trees began to part until she saw a smouldering field before her. At the edge of the treeline, her little party stopped.


  “What are you doing,” a rasping voice croaked.


  “We are to wait for Zarl,” another said.


  “I’m tired of listening to that cursed human,” the first one growled. “When General Dukoona arrives with the fleet, things will work differently. Too much spectre blood has already been needlessly spilled. We threw our lives away for nothing at Torridon.”


  “You disobey Zarl if you like,” yet another said. “I won’t weep for you when he tears your limbs away. The wizard has made them all too strong.”


  “Gah, to Kar’drun with the wizard too!” proclaimed the first spectre. “He and his tedious plans have held us up long enough. Like this one,” it said, pointing a blade of coiled shadow at her. “I say just kill her and have done—” An arrow prevented the spectre from finishing. It gouged out its face and its body fell limp. The one carrying Cassandra dropped her. She lay still. Getting up again seemed too much of a struggle.


  “Cassandra!” a voice called to her.


  A human voice? Cosmo?


  She righted herself and saw him. Cosmo was despatching the last of the spectres, a group of hunters, huntresses and dragons around him. The Prince almost looked resplendent in his white leathers. He hurried over to her. “Can you stand?”


  “Yes,” she said, still shaken and dazed.


  “Good,” he said. “On your feet now. Someone get me a sword.”


  As Cassandra steadied herself, Cosmo thrust a weapon into her grasp. Her free hand pushed her now matted hair off her face and picked out a twig. The wounds on her face stung fiercely. The spectres had been waiting for someone…


  “Cosmo, we have to move now!”


  “That was the idea,” he said, signalling to the six dragons present. “Get her out of here as fast as you can.”


  “I can move myself,” she insisted. “I’m not that hurt.”


  His look suggested otherwise. “They made straight for where you were supposed to be encamped. Castallan must want you back desperately.”


  “Take her!” a cruel voice yelled. “Kill the others.”


  They all whipped to face the source of the threat. A man head to toe in thick plate armour as dark as blood stalked towards them. His pauldrons were dotted with many small spikes, as were the joints at his elbows and knees. Flanking him were dozens of red-eyed men and woman, as well as the odd spectre. They moved swiftly to encircle their small group. The ensuing fight was bravely fought but in vain. Cosmo and the hunters fired at the on-comers but it did not improve their position.


  Cassandra dodged one of the men and cut his side open but was soon enveloped. Those Cosmo had brought were quickly taken down. The Prince himself fought so boldly, he might have been a dragon. One of the red-eyed enemies pushed him over effortlessly but Cosmo cut at his assailant’s legs then hammered his sword into the man’s chest as he rolled to his feet.


  “Cosmo?” the plated man sneered. “Take her away now. I’ll handle him.”


  Cassandra was once again hoisted over a shoulder. Her body gave up struggling before her screaming ceased. A filthy cloth that tasted of bile was rammed into her mouth.


  “Who are you?” Cosmo demanded. “We know you are human. What scum are you to betray your own kind?”


  The plated man removed his helmet. Cassandra’s captives were already running away with her so she only caught a glimpse of him. His face was thin, gaunt even, with a razor-sharp nose and thinning oaken hair.


  Scythe?


  ***


  Darnuir sped through the trees as though he might end the war if he were fast enough. Upon his return to camp, he had gathered men to enter the woods with him after Cassandra, but he had now left them far behind in his haste. It’s my fault. It’s my fault. It’s my fault she fell. She might already be dead or grievously hurt. Why was I so foolish? Why? I only meant to bring her quickly; I thought she was running with me; I didn’t realise how tight my grip was. It’s my fault. She was too close.


  He followed the trail of bodies that seemed to lead south. Demons, spectres, humans and dragons all were strewn along the bloody path. He thought he heard someone shouting an order up ahead but he could not be sure. On and on he drove until the trees thinned and then parted, and before him lay the stretch of charred land that made up the vale. In the distance, and moving at an impressive pace, was a group of humans, half of whom were still in their hunter gear. He thought he saw a slung body over one of their shoulders. Not so far but still at some distance was the mysterious plated man. His helmet was removed but only the back of his head could be seen. Darnuir froze momentarily, wondering whether he should give pursuit. He had taken one step forward when he heard it. A spluttering sound that sent a chill through him. Turning to face its source, his heart stopped dead; his stomach churned; his legs nearly gave way; he forgot how to breathe.


  Cosmo had been lifted off the ground and a large sword through his stomach pinned him to the tree, a wound that would have been a painful death under normal circumstances. Cosmo grasped defiantly onto a low hanging branch so as not to rip himself further. Darnuir went to him. He could tell there was nothing he could do. Cosmo’s free hand reached for Darnuir and he took hold of it. His mouth was full of blood but it seemed he wanted to say something.


  “Scythe,” was all he managed.


  It was the last thing he ever said.


  Darnuir had no concept of how long he stood there. At some point, he removed the terrible sword that had held Cosmo in place and caught his body as he fell. He carried Cosmo’s body down and closed over those grass-green eyes, which had always been so warm, and cradled him for a while longer against his chest. Eventually, others found them. They told him that they should return and he got up without protest.


  “I will carry him,” he told them, whoever they were. First, he strode to where he had tossed the sword that had done the deed. It lay there silently as if feigning innocence. Darnuir took out the Dragon’s Blade and chopped and smashed the sword into as many pieces as he could until they scattered beyond his reach. “Scythe!” he roared. “Scythe!” he bellowed until all the breath had been forced from him. “I will kill you,” he vowed quietly to the night.


  Chapter 29


  THE BATTLE OF THE CHARRED VALE


  “WHO IS COMMANDER Zarl?” Darnuir seethed at the dirty-faced man before him. Darnuir did not know his name. It wasn’t necessary. The prisoner had extinguished his red eyes, perhaps in hope of garnering some pity. Darnuir would give him none.


  “We only ever knew him as Zarl,” the man said. The prisoner was a hunter, if his yellow leathers were anything to go by. Of course, it might all have been an act. The chaos of recent months had led to this.


  “He lies,” Blaine uttered ominously from behind Darnuir. “I can smell the fear on him.”


  Darnuir’s senses were swamped with the sweat, blood and smoke that clung to his clothes. Blaine called it true for the man’s eyes quickened in fright. “We knew he was a hunter,” the man said. “A high-ranking hunter too. From the master station.”


  “Anything else you would like to add?” Darnuir asked. He danced his fingers towards the man’s hand, lying bare upon the table. He was well-restrained to his chair otherwise. As if running would do him any good now.


  “N-n-no,” he stammered.


  “You seem quite afraid for one of Castallan’s pets,” Darnuir said. He picked up the man’s little finger with an exaggerated delicacy, making a show of holding it between thumb and forefinger. “I am only surprised because attacking a camp of trained dragon warriors, supported by hunters, is a bold act. Not one for those weak of stomach. You and your companions fought incredibly well.”


  “What are you doing?” the man asked.


  “I am considering whether or not to crush your finger,” Darnuir said. These red-eyed men were as tough as dragons, perhaps tougher. Darnuir was sure the prisoner would not allow his finger to be mutilated. “There really is no reason to hold back on us. We have you.”


  He remained silent.


  Fool, Darnuir thought and then squeezed on the man’s finger.


  Immediately, the man’s eyes flared red and Darnuir found he could not succeed in his punishment.


  “The arrogance of dragons,” the man said, his voice turning suddenly into an echoing, visceral rasp. “Castallan has freed us from your kind, beast.” He spat at Darnuir. There was a smooth sound of a sword unsheathing.


  “I’d like to see how those red eyes handle one of the Blades,” Blaine said. “Do you think you are strong enough to stop me sending you back to your master in pieces?”


  “Humanity will be free!” the man proclaimed.


  “Castallan is not a saviour but a traitor,” came Brackendon’s voice.


  Darnuir wasn’t aware of Brackendon entering the room, so focused was he on his prisoner.


  “A traitor to the dragons perhaps,” the man said. “Yet he never swore an oath to any dragon. What did he owe dragons?”


  “He owes me some information,” Darnuir said. “I bought it after all.” The man seemed confused. “Pray, tell me, how is it not treacherous to kill your own kind? Castallan has slaughtered humans in their droves.”


  “Not so,” the man said. “The demons he summons might, as those spectres will too, but those he has blessed kill only dragons.” He gave Darnuir and Blaine a twisted smile. “For dragons die the same, after all.” Darnuir searched his mind for that door to the Cascade. He tried to open it very carefully, as Brackendon had instructed, and let just a little bit of magic flow in. He pressed again on the man’s finger.


  “Argh!” The man screamed as Darnuir crushed his bone. Darnuir closed the door in his mind, feeling the peculiar rush down his arm. The man recovered reasonably quickly and gave a low growl. “Scythe. That was Zarl’s other name.”


  The confirmation was a pang to Darnuir. Scythe’s gaunt face floated into his mind. Where once there had been respect, even reverence, there was only anger. “That wasn’t so difficult, was it?”


  “Darnuir,” Blaine said, “perhaps you ought to relieve him of his thumb next?”


  “Perhaps you ought to refrain,” Brackendon protested.


  “If you do not wish to see this, Brackendon, then leave,” Darnuir said without facing him.


  “This is what I hoped you would avoid becoming,” Brackendon said, making a humping sound as he left them.


  The red-eyed man seemed cowed. “What else do you want from me?”


  “You attacked this camp deliberately,” Blaine said. “You hit very specific sections, some of which were unimportant. Why?”


  “We were looking for the girl,” he said.


  “Cassandra?” Darnuir asked. The memory of their kiss still taunted him with its uncertainty.


  “Is that her name?” the red-eyed man said lazily. “We were told to find a girl in white leathers, with long black waving hair and green eyes. She was either to be in that tent at the edge of camp or near you, we we’re told,” he said, looking to Darnuir. “Those men the Commander had planted in the Boreacs knew her better.”


  “Do you know why Castallan wanted her back so badly?” Darnuir asked, taking up the man’s thumb this time to show he meant business.


  “There is no need,” the man began with the air of one enjoying being better informed. “The girl is Arkus’ daughter. The Princess of Humanity,” he said with relish.


  A memory jumped forth to Darnuir. One of a looming corridor, of a shattered shoulder and a crying baby lying not so far away. “The Princess died at the fall of Aurisha,” he insisted.


  “Castallan was present for that assault,” Blaine said. “It may well be the truth…”


  “If it is true, it seems like too valuable of information to share with underlings,” Darnuir said. “Why would you know?”


  “I assure you, we were only recently informed,” the man said. “The Commander made it perfectly clear that if anyone killed the girl, they would find their face impaled upon one of his spikes. His closest circle knew. Word spreads.”


  The revelation impacted Darnuir physically. So many secrets were coming to light that he was not sure whether this might just be some bluff. Yet, why else would the wizard have kept her imprisoned all these years? Why else, unless she was a hostage? Did this mean that Arkus knew? Is that why he had been so slow to move?


  The silent gap seemed to amuse the prisoner. “The great King,” he said tartly, his raspy voice wrapping itself around every word. “Such power you are supposed to have and yet you know so little; unable to stand against a simple man from the Dales; unable – argh!” Darnuir had flattened his thumb. “Argh! Curse you, dragon. Kill me then if you must. Though I suspect your kind gets a sick pleasure from playing with humans.”


  “You see now why I distrust this race, Darnuir,” Blaine said. “They see us as monsters when we have only fought their enemies for them.”


  “For us?” the man howled, half in pain and half in indignation. “How much human blood has been spilled along the Crucidal Road? And what has it ever achieved us? Dragon wars have only bled mankind.”


  “Cease your ramblings,” Darnuir said. “There is one last thing we need of you. You were on the run from Torridon to Val’tarra, I presume?”


  “I was,” the man said bitterly.


  “Then tell me what you know of this black powder?”


  The man blinked in confusion and a watery tear of pain dripped out. “Of what?”


  “Dragon Powder some seem to name it?” Blaine said.


  “Ah, is that what caused the explosion?” rasped the man.


  “What did I say about not being honest?” Darnuir said, selecting another finger.


  “Seems you’ll hurt me anyway,” he scorned, “but I swear to you, oh mighty Dragon King. I know nothing of it.”


  “Such a concoction reeks of the wizard,” Darnuir said. “Who else might have produced such a thing?”


  The man shrugged slowly, his red eyes blank. “I tell you, I know nothing of it. Nor did I hear any mention of such a thing the last time I was at the Bastion. To my knowledge, Castallan has had no hand in it.”


  Blaine sniffed loudly. “I think he is telling the truth.”


  “Very well,” Darnuir said, rising. “What will be done with him and the others? They are too dangerous to keep prisoner.”


  “If you are unwilling, Darnuir,” Blaine said menacingly. “Leave me to it. It shall be quick.”


  Darnuir was aghast. “Blaine, if you intend what I think you do—”


  “You said it yourself,” Blaine whispered to him. “It would take several guards to properly watch over each of them. We cannot spare the men.”


  “Find some way,” Darnuir insisted. “We will not feed their cause, Blaine. Killing them will only strengthen the resolve of those like him who despise us.”


  “You seemed quick enough to harm him,” Blaine said.


  “They are not fully human anymore, I admit,” said Darnuir. “But they are far from being demons. They are our prisoners. I will not allow them to be slaughtered.”


  “As before, the consequences lie with you,” Blaine said disapprovingly.


  “So be it,” Darnuir said. He stormed out of the tent, Blaine followed. Light Bearers moved in to secure the man. Beside him, the Guardian sighed at the ashes of his holy tent and symbol. Blaine went to stand in the middle of the wreck, knelt and placed his sword deep into the earth. Darnuir watched him curiously.


  “It seems your gods are rather good at taking insults.”


  The Guardian said nothing, his eyes closed in some silent vigil.


  “We need to prepare for battle,” Darnuir went on. “Scythe surely knows of our intentions. He will hit us hard with everything he has.”


  “I fear it is as you said, my King. We will be surrounded in a pitched battle. Their numbers are too great.”


  “Then we shall not meet him in the open,” Darnuir said. “Scythe has granted us the hill. Let us hold it.”


  The heat of a mid-summer morning seared harshly above as they awaited the demons. Their forces were deployed on and around the hill in an arc. The hunters, some nine hundred in total now, would rain arrows from their elevated positions, aided by Brackendon, while the dragons would try to hold at ground. They could only pray that there were no more agents of the enemy amongst them. With Blaine’s guidance, Darnuir had lined the dragons up traditionally, with some alterations, given their situation. Out front were the lightly-armoured javelin throwers, with heavier units arrayed spaciously behind them to allow for a quick retreat. A secondary line of warriors stood behind the first, ready to fill the gaps, and stocks of additional javelins awaited some way back. All those dragons who still had their large shields were to form the main defence. They favoured shorter, stockier swords for the crush of a melee. A third line comprised those dragons who lacked their shield for one reason or another. They stood as reserves and many were posted up alongside the hunters to watch for spectre attacks.


  It was the best they could do.


  Despite the early hour of the morning, the heat was uncomfortable. Darnuir felt especially sorry for those dragons kitted in their armour today. Though they will be thankful when it saves them, he thought. He still had on his dirtied leathers from the night before, the blood drying in nicely under the sun. A clear sky would have been preferable. The clouds might offer the men a passing relief from the sun but it would also allow spectres to move amongst them, avoiding their shield wall as if it were not there.


  Darnuir stood beside Blaine at the head of their army, overlooking the soon to be battlefield of the Charred Vale.


  “Forty thousand demons,” Blaine muttered.


  “Moving en masse,” Darnuir said. “Exactly what we hoped to avoid. They will be here any moment.”


  “The hill will give us some advantage,” said Blaine.


  “Not enough,” Darnuir said dejectedly. “A valiant defence is only as good as the support you hope to receive. Out here, we are on our own, and four legions will not be enough. This is a last stand. And yet…” He remembered the fight that had raged at Cold Point. Remembered facing the red-armoured man. He had not defeated Scythe but he had forced him to withdraw. And when he fled, his forces fled with him. “If I can kill him—”


  “Scythe won’t risk himself at the front,” Blaine interrupted. “There’s no need for him to do so.”


  “Then I must seek him out.”


  Blaine considered for a moment. “Removing their leader might have an effect,” he said flatly. “Yet even if you somehow manage to find him, manage to kill him, you would still be in the middle of the host. You would die.”


  Darnuir held Blaine’s eye as a dark wave appeared at the periphery of his vision. The demons were emerging, wasting no time in their advance. Zarl was eager for the kill. It is Scythe, Darnuir reminded himself. It is Scythe and he betrayed us all. Darnuir clung to the freshest of Scythe’s crimes, the better to fuel his own fires. The demons swarmed towards them, yet there was no sign of Scythe’s spiked armour.


  “He must be conducting them from further back,” Blaine confirmed. “Are you sure you want to do this?”


  “I feel I must,” Darnuir said. “My old self did not pass on everything from his life. He was not what you would call a learned soul. Yet he devoured everything he could on war: every book or scroll or diary written by every general, king or soldier across the ages. He trained himself to master every weapon. I feel oddly comfortable with the thought of wielding a mace, an axe, a polearm or spear, though I have never grasped some of these in my life. He was obsessed with beating back the demons, Blaine, and he moulded himself into weapon. That is all I might be: a machine of war.”


  “For now, that may be what we need most,” Blaine said. “I forced you to become ready. Your first plan was a good one; were it not for the traitors amongst us, it might have worked.”


  “So you approve of what I intend to do?” Darnuir asked.


  “I doubt I could convince you otherwise.”


  “No,” Darnuir agreed.


  “We are surely lost lest we end Scythe,” Blaine admitted. “Killing him may be our only chance.”


  “You aren’t going to warn me of the risk?”


  “You know the risk and, whether you die out there or alongside your people, the result will be the same. One day, Darnuir, you and I, or one of us alone, must face our true enemy. If you cannot win today then we were always doomed.”


  With no more words, Darnuir unsheathed the Dragon’s Blade, the glint of the golden metal catching his eye in the morning light. He moved towards the oncoming horde.


  He started slowly at first, letting the demons close the gap. Blaine began shouting behind him but Darnuir soon lost track of it as the noise of the demons filled his ears. He picked up his pace into a light run before charging into a full sprint. It was madness this, running head on against thirty thousand or more demons. A part of him was terrified, but another part, the older part, relished the chance. That side of him came to the fore as he allowed himself to be engulfed by the single-mindedness that only battle could bring.


  The gap closed.


  Darnuir increased his speed as he pounded on the smouldering earth. He reached out to that door, to the Cascade, taking great care to only open it ajar. Extra power washed over him, like he had felt at Torridon, only now it was more controlled. The pace he reached would have shamed a galloping horse and he worked his legs harder still. The gap grew closer, and closer, and closer, until they might have thrown a spear at him.


  Then he leapt.


  Such was his momentum that he hurtled high over the demon ranks, flying far into the midst of their army. His landing sent a shockwave, knocking every demon nearby off its feet. Smoke from the demon’s blood began to seep into the air. Scythe was nowhere to be seen. Darnuir took to the air again, fuelling his jump with more magic. Without momentum behind him, he did not travel quite so far, nor did his landing have the same impact. He whirled his sword around him as he rose to clear the immediate area and found his mouth was bitter. He scanned hastily again. No Scythe. He spat out the horrid taste in the face of one of the wretched creatures before leaping again.


  Darnuir bounded through the demons.


  Leap, rise, cleave, look, spit. Leap, rise, cleave, look, spit.


  Arrows flew at him. Some clipped off his sword; one tore a neat cut at his side; most missed.


  Leap, rise, cleave, look, spit.


  Beneath him, the demons continued to surge forwards. During one flight, he glimpsed a figure encased in red. He adjusted his next jumps to find him.


  Leap, rise, cleave, look, spit.


  He almost took off again before realising he had found his quarry. He would soon be engulfed by foes, and so concentrated upon fire bursting forth from his sword. His throat felt hot, the door to the Cascade nudged itself open a little more, but he maintained control. He moved the thick lashing flames around Scythe and himself, creating a small arena like the one he had fought Blaine in.


  Demons and red-eyed men alike howled in pain as the flames caught them. He tried to direct more towards Scythe himself but he streaked to Darnuir, knocking his sword aside with an inhuman blow. The force of it sent Darnuir sprawling. Flipping onto his back, he saw Scythe bringing down his sword, his own hands uselessly empty. The Dragon’s Blade returned to his grip and blocked Scythe. Darnuir’s eyes were watering, perhaps from the smoke, perhaps from his use of magic. The effort it took to hold Scythe did not bold well. Caution aside, Darnuir heaved open the door to the Cascade and let it flood him. He knocked Scythe off and hopped to his feet, slamming the door shut, hoping he had not taken in too much. Suddenly he felt extremely weary. Something writhed down his arm towards the Dragon’s Blade, as though his blood was accelerating. The taste in his mouth was vile and he drew in laboured breaths.


  “Overexerted yourself?” Scythe sneered. Even his sword had been cast in a malicious red, with a terrible serrated edge.


  Darnuir did not deign to answer. He had no words for Scythe; the traitor would only receive his sword. Darnuir realised that he was leaning on the Dragon’s Blade for support and arduously stood upright to face his foe. The flames from the Dragon’s Blade still burned high, but they were starting to dwindle.


  I closed the door to their fuel. I won’t have long.


  Spinning his sword once in his hand, he advanced on Scythe with a two-handed strike. Scythe blocked, countered, moved, and attacked again. The fight was quick and brutal. Scythe’s enhanced physique had made him akin to a dragon, perhaps he was even stronger. Darnuir ducked a swipe to his head then arced a blow against Scythe’s legs. The traitor jumped high to avoid it and landed his booted feet on the Dragon’s Blade, pinning it. Scythe brought his sword from above but Darnuir caught Scythe’s hands, using all his natural strength to hold the man there. Scythe’s sneering grin renewed Darnuir’s rage and he lunged a knee forward, striking Scythe in the stomach, denting his armour and sent him reeling.


  Doubled over, Scythe was vulnerable. Darnuir allowed the Dragon’s Blade to flip up into his hand of its own accord and unleashed a savage flurry of blows. Darnuir held the advantage, pressing him back, nearly bowling him over, but it was a feint. Scythe let him in close then whipped one of his slight and deadly daggers from his belt, cutting at Darnuir’s leg. The sharp blade slashed through his leathers effortlessly. Blood splattered.


  “Argh!” Darnuir cried, twisting his body away and smacking the dagger from Scythe. He’d have more.


  A metallic heel to the back of his knee sent Darnuir sprawling one more. He rolled along the charred earth to escape Scythe’s next assaults. The glimpses he saw of his arena of flames were not promising; they would die out soon. Yet he was wary of opening the door again. Desperate, when he reached the edge of their arena he rose and threw the Dragon’s Blade at Scythe with all his might. It almost worked; however, Scythe placed a firm foot in the ground and managed to deflect it. The effort cost Scythe the top third of his bloody red sword but the Dragon’s Blade went soaring off into the demon host.


  Scythe charged him and Darnuir, foolishly disarmed, could only attempt a tackle as he drew near. As they both fell, Scythe’s now jagged sword was knocked out of his grip. Darnuir tried to find some purchase but the many small spikes on Scythe’s shoulders made it too difficult. A fist slammed into Darnuir’s head and, dazed, he found himself being lifted into the air. A hand was at the nape of his neck and the small of his back. Scythe was lifting him overhead.


  “I’ll bring you back dead after all!” he cried out. “Castallan will have to forgive me if your sword does not—” Scythe’s words were cut by his own excruciating scream. Darnuir fell limply to the ground. The Dragon’s Blade nestled itself back in his palm. It must have clipped Scythe’s arm as it had flown back. The traitor’s wrist hung half-attached. White bone jutted out from the wound, cracked and angry-looking.


  Darnuir seized the chance. The fires around them guttered out as he opened the door to the Cascade again. He ignored the convulsions of his body as he felt his throat burn. The Dragon’s Blade began to heat up, though he did not let the flames gush forth. He kept the heat contained and the metal of the blade glowed a blistering orange as he severed Scythe’s wrist, cauterising the wound as he cut. Scythe collapsed in his agony, his sword hand gone; utterly defenceless. Darnuir risked more magic to boost his strength. He picked Scythe up with his free hand and held him high, just as Scythe himself must have done to Cosmo before he pinned him to that tree.


  All trace of confidence and pomp had gone from Scythe’s face. Fear shone in his eyes and Darnuir smelled it. It was ever so sweet. He rammed the heated Dragon’s Blade through Scythe’s plated chest, the metal melting as he drove it through. Darnuir could not tell the blood from the armour. Scythe’s gargled choke was lost over the sound of the battle and the demons around him. He threw Scythe’s body down. He closed over the door in his mind again, worried by his shaking arm. As the Dragon’s Blade busied itself with draining out the poison, Darnuir’s moment of elation swiftly turned to despair.


  The demons were not fleeing. His gamble had been for nothing.


  He found that he was leaning on the hilt of the Dragon’s Blade for support, the blade stuck hard in the dry earth. His breath came in laboured gasps and he could barely stand the putrid taste in his mouth. The cut on his leg burned, his legs shook and his knees demanded that he collapse. Then he saw them.


  Spectres surrounded him.


  They were beyond count and beyond fighting. This was a reckless move after all. Yet the spectres did not attack. They simply stood and formed an audience around him for a long moment. Most of their eyes drifted over their fallen commander. One of the spectres stepped forwards and Darnuir raised his shaky sword. The spectre halted and threw out a hand as if to say he did not wish to fight. Its eyes wandered once more over Scythe’s body, as if checking he were truly dead. Slowly, the spectre pulled back its face in an unnerving smile. Darnuir had never seen them do that before, nor seen how disturbingly white its teeth were. The spectre smiled broadly at him then gave a little hand gesture from its head, like a salute, and the smallest of bows. After that, it melded away into nothingness. All its fellows did the same, morphing into the shadows nearby. Darnuir was left stunned and exhausted.


  Soon after the spectres left, the regular demons went wild. They ceased running towards the army around the hill and instead moved in every other direction. Some fought each other, some fled, and some simply stopped and stood still, as though they had lost all function. Others even turned on the red-eyed humans dotted throughout their ranks as they tried to flee. It was chaos. They also ignored Darnuir, giving him a wide berth as they darted all around. His body aching, Darnuir marched slowly back towards the hill, the demons parting before him like some dark, cackling ocean. Closing the distance to him was a golden wedge, cutting through the demons and hounding them down.


  It seemed the battle was won.


  Chapter 30


  THE REBORN KING


  “I’M SO SORRY for what I did,” Darnuir said, a tentative hand on Balack’s own. “For this and everything.”


  Balack said nothing but drew his hand away from Darnuir slowly as though revolted. The healer’s tent was quiet now. The wounded had settled into their deep sleeps and the dying had uttered their last breaths long ago.


  “If you do not wish to forgive me yet, I understand,” Darnuir said genuinely. I have yet to forgive myself.


  Balack held his silence. He winced sharply and wrapped an arm around his battered chest. Bandages weaved their way around most of his torso. He was sitting upright, propped up by several pillows at Darnuir’s request so he may speak with him. Likely, he’d rather just sleep and dream of simpler times.


  “I will go then,” Darnuir said. “Take care, Balack. I won’t be back for some time.” He got to his feet.


  “I lost you both that night, didn’t I?” Balack said with a quiet pain. “We won at Cold Point but I lost you both. You were right. I always knew. I always knew…”


  Darnuir gulped. For some reason, his heart drummed in his chest, as if he had returned to battle. He struggled to find anything to say. Someone else stepped up close to them.


  “My King,” Damien said. “It is almost time.”


  “Thank you, Damien,” Darnuir said, his mouth bone-dry. He looked to Balack but his old friend refused to meet his eye. He took his leave, feeling more downcast than ever. Please come back to me, he thought. Cosmo is gone, Cassandra is taken, and I’ve sent our Boreac brothers and sisters north. Only Brackendon remained now whom he might call a friend, but those memories felt unsettling to him.


  And there is Blaine, my ‘equal’, my ‘partner’, and yet I do not know him.


  “Lord Blaine requested you change first,” Damien said, leading Darnuir to his pavilion. The King’s tent just off the centre of camp was an extravagance when compared to its surroundings. Perhaps he ought to sleep more humbly like the rest. This large space would be better served as a mobile war room where he might take his meetings and conduct affairs. Such changes could be delayed for now.


  “I shall wait for you here, sire,” Damien said.


  Darnuir entered the tent alone, feeling very fatigued. The effects of the magic he had used to defeat Scythe were still wearing off. His arm undulated and he grabbed the Dragon’s Blade to let the poison draw away. He did nothing to alleviate the bitter taste still in his mouth. The victory was bitter enough. No other flavour would be suitable.


  A heavy-looking chest lay in wait for him. What have you left me, Blaine? A simple key rested atop a squat square of parchment. A short message was written on it in fine letters.


  I believe you are now ready, my King. I recommend you leave off the boots if you wish to move with any real speed.


  Darnuir unlocked the box with a childlike eagerness. The contents looked like rough gold, similar to the material of his sword, though darker, heavier. He tried to lift out the largest piece and was so surprised by the weight of it, he almost dropped it. A breastplate? Then he recognised it. It was similar to the armour he had seen Dronithir wearing in the memory Blaine had shown him. A roaring dragon draped across the shoulders, forming the pauldrons. All the other pieces were present within the chest; heavy golden boots, greaves, thigh guards, helm and gauntlets. Underneath it all was a crimson woollen cloak with clasps in the shape of talons to attach around his base of his neck.


  He changed slowly out of his bloodied white leathers, carefully placing the pieces back on a stand as he detached them. He knew he would miss the freedom of his hunter’s uniform but he was no longer a hunter. The wound he had suffered from Scythe’s dagger on his leg throbbed just then, reminding him of the disadvantages of hunter leather’s minimal protection. He found his new armour to be too heavy at first and felt he might suffocate with it on. I got used to the sword. I shall grow accustomed to this as well. As he adjusted the pieces in the mirror, the tent’s flap opened and several young boys entered, carrying a bowl of scalding water and a softly chinking pouch.


  “What is this?” he asked them, recognising them as those who often tended to Blaine.


  “From the Lord Guardian, sire,” one of them said. “For your face, sire.” They all scurried out.


  Darnuir ran a hand through the burgeoning fuzz on his face. He did not shave as regularly as Blaine, but this rougher look, this human look, was not the way a dragon king should appear. His old self always had a clean face. He took his gauntlets off to work more carefully and brought the steaming water to his cheeks, chin and neck. The pouch was filled with bristly brushes, a tub of dry silver paste and a razor. The silvery paste foamed up into a thick cream as he worked it in and, as he removed the hairs, the skin underneath appeared healthier for it. He tried to make his hair a little more presentable as well, tucking the ends back over his head and behind his ears. It had seemed to lighten of late, as though bleached by the sun he rarely saw in the Boreacs. Or perhaps I am becoming more like Blaine? The thought was not entirely appealing. Finally, he reached for his new gauntlets with their crimson leather gloves attached and stepped back to observe his new image.


  His overriding feeling was that this seemed right. The Dragon’s Blade hung casually from his side in a way that his old self could only dream of. With his magnificent armour and clean face, he at last looked the part. He looked like a king.


  I will have to continue to look and act like a king. From this day forth, every day, until I die.


  “My lord Darnuir?” Damien called from outside. “We should go soon.” When Darnuir exited the pavilion, Damien seemed surprised. “Sire…” he said. “It is good to see you this way.”


  “Thank you,” Darnuir said, and allowed Damien to lead him towards the service. “Are you fit enough for another long run?” he asked the outrunner.


  “That would depend how far I must go, sire,” Damien said puzzled. “But yes. I can run. Do you have need of me to seek word from Inverdorn?”


  “No, from Brevia actually,” Darnuir said. “But you will not be going alone.”


  The burial service was to take place between the two legionary camps. When Darnuir arrived, he saw the dragons had lined up on one side and humans on the other. Darnuir paced up the middle of the two races and stood awkwardly between Blaine and those hunters leading their own rights. Blaine was preaching something about his gods.


  “In the beginning, this world was ours and Dwna shone on it brightly. When the shadow came, our world was cast in two. Like our Lord Dwl’or, we have existed for ages since in this duality.” The Light Bearers stood in wake beside him, and many of the closest onlookers nodded in their agreement. Yet other dragons seemed unsure and Darnuir saw them looking to him rather than the Guardian. However, he had nothing to say about these gods. Darnuir was more inclined to what the hunters said for their dead; the lament they chanted had always sounded simpler to him. Darnuir sung along ever so softly, barely moving his lips. Despite his inclinations, he knew it would not be good to be seen favouring one side.


  “Yet now the time has come to lift the Shadow!” Blaine continued. “The power of N’weer will return our strength, our faith, our conviction and this world to us as it used to be, just as he has blessed your King. See him now before, rejuvenated and reborn!”


  Ah, so that is why I am to look the part now. Because it suits you, Blaine.


  “Hail Darnuir!” the dragons cried. “Hail! Hail! Hail!”


  ***


  Cosmo was buried alongside the others. He would not have wanted any ceremony for his tomb. He would have wanted it simple and therefore, they had kept it so. Hours later, as the afternoon wore on, Darnuir knelt beside Cosmo’s grave, Brackendon alongside him. The wizard had slept all day and even through the service in order to help recover from the battle.


  “To Brevia then?” Brackendon asked.


  “To Brevia,” Darnuir said. “Will you come with me?”


  “I think Blaine can handle things here on his own,” Brackendon said.


  “Thank you. Find Lira. She is making the preparations.”


  “As for before, Darnuir, with that prisoner—”


  “I’m not sorry for it,” Darnuir said. “He was no longer human.”


  “I do not know whether that makes it right,” Brackendon said. “When I convinced Cosmo to watch over you, it was an easy decision for me to make but it was one of necessity. Not truly out of affection. You had to live, that much we both knew, even if it took him a little longer to admit it.” He passed his scarred hand over Cosmo’s resting place. “If I had not felt we had to do it, then likely we would not have risked it.”


  “Well I am grateful that you thought me such a ‘necessity’.”


  “I only hope that you will not become what you once were,” Brackendon continued. “That is not what we both sacrificed so much for. Even your own father seemed hard-pressed to love you.”


  “Yes, I was left some choice memories,” Darnuir said. He felt numb. “I did not allow Blaine to kill him, or the others.”


  “I know,” Brackendon said. “I was tasked with binding them with magic and it took a good deal of my strength.”


  “Was it worth it?” Darnuir said. “To weaken yourself prior to a battle to save some traitors.”


  “Oh yes,” Brackendon said without hesitation. “If you treat them with respect, how can they find cause to talk against you? Kill them and those who sympathise will only grow stronger in their conviction.”


  “That was my thinking,” Darnuir said.


  “Breaking fingers is not respectful, Darnuir.”


  “Nor is pinning a man to a tree with a sword,” Darnuir said angrily. “I will do my best to bridge our people but I am a dragon after all and a King. I must look out for my own people, first and foremost. If I find humans killing dragons, I cannot let that go unpunished. I hope you can understand that.”


  “I will find Lira,” was all Brackendon said. He left Darnuir alone with Cosmo. There was an unusual tranquillity to the long minutes he spent quietly in grief. Finally able to mourn his loss, Darnuir wept. A part of him, his old self, felt disgusted at how he was behaving over a human. But that part was small. The Darnuir of the present was in control now and all he wanted to do was weep and wet the earth on Cosmo’s grave. Perhaps it would cause some beautiful flower to bloom there. Perhaps it would only salt the soil.


  “I will not chide you for this,” Blaine muttered from somewhere behind. “The loss of one so dear is a pain worth hiding in your gems.”


  “I’d rather have the memories of him with me,” Darnuir said.


  “He wasn’t such a hero,” said Blaine. “He ran from his duties his whole life. Some would call that cowardice.”


  “You ran away as well,” Darnuir noted.


  “I had my reasons,” Blaine said.


  “As did he.” Darnuir bent over the unfitting grave. He deserved to be beside Grace at least but fate had conspired to deny even that. He placed a hand on top of the soil. It was cool – peaceful. “You will tell me what your reasons were I’m sure.” Blaine had travelled in search of the Champion’s Blade but that was clearly not the whole story. “Tell me, true Lord Guardian, what was that token the kazzek sent you and why did it affect you so?”


  “It once belonged to someone very precious to me,” Blaine said uncomfortably.


  “And how did the trolls come to possess it?”


  “I can only guess, Darnuir.”


  But you are sure, aren’t you?


  If Blaine had gone north in search of the sword, perhaps he had been following in the footsteps of another; the one he suspected had found it already, this Kroener, the dragon who had become Rectar. Blaine’s shock at receiving the trinket suggested he knew not that the trolls had it in their possession. It must have belonged to someone precious. A lover? Is that why he was so stern when it came to Cassandra? Only Blaine knew the answers.


  “I would have you tell me—”


  “Darnuir, here and now is—”


  “Not the time or place, I know. There will be time enough later. First, we have a wizard to handle and the armies of humanity to gather. But you will tell me, Blaine. You will tell me everything. Even if I must prise those white jewels from you myself. I tire of secrets.”


  “I promise,” Blaine said solemnly.


  “I must also tell you what happened after I killed Scythe,” Darnuir said.


  “The demons fled as we suspected they might,” Blaine said.


  “Not quite,” said Darnuir. “All the spectres gathered around me when I tossed Scythe’s body on the earth. I thought they were going to kill me, Blaine, there were so many of them. But one just gave me a smile and a bow, then they all left, melding away into the shadows. That’s why the regular demons went berserk. Castallan’s red-eyed minions must have no real control over them.”


  “Are you sure, Darnuir?” Blaine asked. “Why would the spectres simply flee?”


  “Perhaps they do not see eye to eye with Castallan?” Darnuir said. “Cassandra mentioned that the spectre lord she witnessed at the Bastion threatened him.”


  “All those of the Shadow shall suffer in time,” Blaine said. “If our enemies are squabbling with each other, all the better.”


  “There may be a way we could use this to our advantage if we discovered the true reasons behind it,” Darnuir said.


  “What?” Blaine said sharply. “You would have us work with demons next?”


  “No, Blaine. I just—” but he did not know quite how to finish. He did not yet understand and so he could not know what he would do. All he could be certain of was that something was amiss within Castallan’s ranks. If spectre descent extended beyond just this one battle, if it went as far as Rectar’s invasion fleet, then it could have enormous repercussions. He doubted Blaine would ever grasp this. He was too zealous in his war against the Shadow. Darnuir left the matter for now.


  “One final thing,” Darnuir said. “Before we unlocked my memories, my head pains always abated when I was close to Cassandra. Physical contact made them disappear completely. Do you have any idea why that might be?”


  “I haven’t a clue,” Blaine said. “As I have mentioned, your situation is unprecedented.”


  “I have a vivid memory now,” Darnuir went on. “Of running through a golden city under siege, with a baby girl in my arms. That girl was Arkus’ daughter. That girl was Cassandra. After that, there is only pain and white light.”


  “Perhaps,” Blaine began slowly, “if the girl was the last person you were connected to, in a fashion, it formed some kind of bond. When you reconnected, perhaps your old self in the rubies was tricked into thinking all was as is should be.”


  “Seems as plausible a reason as any,” Darnuir said. “We must bring her safe from the Bastion, Blaine. I failed her at Aurisha and I failed her again here twenty years later. I don’t intend to fail on the third attempt.”


  She was too close.


  “As you will,” Blaine said. “My King.”


  My King, Darnuir repeated in his head, thinking of the armour. He means it now.


  “Take the army south and rendezvous with Fidelm, then head east to Brevia.”


  “You will not be joining us?”


  “Speed will be essential. I will go ahead to the capital.”


  “You should not go alone,” Blaine warned.


  “I won’t be.”


  Blaine’s eyes narrowed. “I do not wish to cast dispersions on her abilities or loyalties, for I am sure she is dedicated to you. However, dragons are simply not used to female troops beside them, much less above them.”


  “Perhaps,” Darnuir told him. “But these are not your dragons.” Darnuir left Blaine with a firm shake, gripping him high up his forearm. Blaine returned the gesture. “Take care, Guardian.”


  South of the hill, he found Lira and Brackendon awaiting him. Two score of dragons stood proudly behind her, handpicked, young; their men to mould. It pained him that they had not recruited hunter members to the Guard but facts were facts. Until Castallan was removed, the humans could not fully be trusted. Not that he would openly admit that to Blaine. Besides, this was to be another hard run and he had no desire to carry any humans on his back.


  “You know why you are here,” he told those assembled. “You are the first of my new Praetorian Guard. You will be my elite. You will train in the ways of dragon, human and fairy. We will make a force that shows what this alliance should be – strong and loyal. If you would follow me then do so now. If not then return to camp and you will not be reprimanded.” None of them moved. “Then run with me now; run to Brevia, and our first steps to retaking our world!”


  EPILOGUE


  DUKOONA WALKED QUIETLY in the ruined streets of the Forsaken City. The once proud home of the Black Dragons had been reduced to rubble during their last war with their Aurishan cousins. When his master, Rectar, had taken up residence in the mountain of Kar’drun nearby, he had clearly seen no benefit in restoring the place. The Black Dragons had also built their homes from starium. Dukoona, of course, had not been there. He had never seen one of these ‘other’ dragons, though he suspected they would have looked similar. Though largely rubble, the style of the buildings was not dissimilar from Aurisha itself. Crumbling towers must once have stood tall. Columned villas sat desolate, their pillars cracked or fallen. Forges rusted away behind collapsing shop-fronts. There was even a rather large structure, perhaps as big as the Basilica atop Aurisha’s plateau. Its roof had caved in but Dukoona sensed that it too was once a dome. He wondered what their quarrel had been about. There were no more dragons of this kind in the world now. He doubted whether the differences between the two merited the destruction of the other.


  He doubted most things now. He doubted whether his kind still had any value to their master. Investigations into the incident reported by little Sonrid had not advanced. Dukoona and his Trusted were none the wiser about the red creature that had escaped from the mountain or why his people were killed for seeing it. They had to tread with extreme caution. Spectres were no longer allowed into the mountain and his Master’s only guidance now came in the occasional powerful burst before his presence faded out entirely. These instructions only concerned the invasion and the fleet. Dukoona was supposed to launch the eastern ships and he would, eventually. He was just meandering here. He was taking his time; enjoying the rare novelty of walking. The quiet streets made for a pleasurable stroll.


  Dukoona was glad for the tranquillity. Demons after all made such a terrible noise –always snarling or gnashing or screaming at some fresh momentary delight. It became dreadfully difficult to think clearly around them, for a spectre would expend most of his energy keeping them in line. Even smaller groups in the hundreds were tricky to manage at once, yet nearly all the demons Rectar had in his power were aboard the ships. Thirty thousand here on the eastern coast, fifty thousand down at Aurisha, and one hundred thousand would wait in the west until the others traversed the tip of the mainland. The remainder were to stay as a reserve against any encroachments. Two hundred thousand demons in all, not to mention the remnants of the forces they had sent back into the Highlands. The Three Races would be well occupied. As Dukoona drew closer to the harbour of the Forsaken City, the noise inevitably escalated. He felt infinitely sorry for his brothers who had to accompany the demons on board their ships. There surely was no greater hell, other than perhaps his Master’s lair under Kar’drun. His small satisfaction came from having kept his Trusted safe on land, along with the bulk of his own kind. As an added bonus, he had put the bare minimum number of spectres on each ship. He would have to leave them soon to conduct the campaign. By keeping them out of immediate harm, he had done all he could for them.


  The ships stretched out far to sea, anchored until the last transports were full. They were fat vessels, over-weighed with demons. It would take a deal of oar power to move them. Were it not for the fortunate fact that demons did not require food or rest, the whole endeavour might have failed. The wood of the ships was not smoothed. Any small, splintering pieces caught in their fiery flesh would simply burn away. They were crude vessels, like those they were designed to carry. All they had to do was land their cargo.


  The harbour itself was the one area Rectar had deemed worthy to rebuild and even expand. It sprawled out fresh, strong and golden, in contrast to the decaying city all around it. As he strode along the bay, he found Kidrian awaiting him under the shadow of one of the great, fat hulls.


  “Is all prepared?” Dukoona asked. Kidrian nodded. However, his eyes moved shiftily around and his purple embers burned lower than usual. “Is something wrong?”


  “It might be nothing,” Kidrian croaked in an undertone.


  “Does it regard our recent issues?” Dukoona asked, minding to be careful how they spoke in the open.


  “No, not that issue,” Kidrian said. “I have been getting unsettling reports of missing starium from the city.”


  “Missing?” Dukoona said, surprised. “The whole place is a ruin, Kidrian. How could it be known whether some of the stone was missing or not?”


  “Indeed sir, a few bricks would go entirely unnoticed, but whole areas? I am told of whole sections of the city suddenly being cleared.”


  “You trust these reports?”


  “As I trust you, lord.” This signalled that Kidrian had his information from members of the Trusted, ever watchful for unusual activity. “I have seen this too with my own eyes, though only briefly. A few of our closest brothers have not been seen in days.”


  More deaths? Rectar is not even trying to mask his movements well. It is as though he only wishes to delay us…


  “My Lord, Dukoona?” Kidrian said.


  Dukoona snapped back to the situation at hand. “Is there any indication where the material is being moved to?”


  “None sir, though there only seems one place it could have gone without us knowing.”


  They exchanged a knowing look.


  The mountain. What would Rectar need with such amounts of starium stone?


  “The will of the Master is not for us to understand,” Dukoona said, making a point of announcing it for any interlopers. “Yet his will here is clear. Kidrian, pass along orders to all vessels from General Dukoona. The fleet is to set sail immediately.”


  Kidrian bowed low then melded away into the shadow they stood in. A thick rope stretched from the dock to the ship, allowing Kidrian to avoid the water below. He remerged on the brow of the ship’s top deck and moved off, out of sight.


  Dukoona stood perfectly still as he watched the ships depart. He never suffered from aches from his body, he never felt tired, and he never had to sustain himself, like he knew dragons, humans and fairies must. There was nothing to do at times but to think, to battle his gnawing doubt, now more acute than ever. Yet, in launching the fleet, he was being deprived of time to contemplate. Events may soon get ahead of him and the fate of his kind lay in the balance. The invasion of the west had begun.
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